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Abstract 
 

In organizations with broadly defined and nebulous job description, the employees need to 

take initiative in accomplishing tasks. Discretionary behaviors may contribute more than in-

role behaviors to performance in this situation. Research in organizational behavior has 

shown that emotion plays a critical role in predicting discretionary behavior. However, 

traditional measurements of information technology (IT) use can not capture all the 

discretionary behaviors and identify effective IT usage, and most IT use research focuses on 

the cognitive antecedents, while pays little attention to its emotion antecedents. Therefore, it 

is important to explore the emotion antecedents of IT effectiveness. Based on the results of 

previous discretionary behavior research, we make a preliminary recognition of 

discretionary behaviors in IT context and propose a conceptual model, which shows the 

important role of emotion for IT effectiveness, and the relationships among emotions, 

discretionary IT behaviors, and IT effectiveness. The conceptual model proposed in this paper 

not only provides an explanation of how emotion affects IT effectiveness and why simply IT 

use may not always lead to IT effectiveness, but also reveals the areas which further research 

is needed to better understand IT use and IT effectiveness. 
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1. Introduction 
Successful application of information technology (IT) is beneficial to individual 

performance and organizational performance. To achieve IT impact, one prerequisite is 

individual IT use [1, 2]. This has driven a lot of research focused on the antecedents of IT use 

[3, 4]. However, IT usage may not necessarily lead to improved individual performance 

because inappropriate IT use may have no benefits, and discretionary behaviors in IT usage 

will determine the impact of IT.  Previous research in organizational behavior has shown that 

emotion is an important predictor of discretionary behavior. However, discretionary behavior 

remains an under-studied topic in IT field. In this study, we focus on IT effectiveness which 

refers to the impact of IT on individual job performance, and try to recognize the 

discretionary behaviors and analyze their emotion antecedents and their contributions to IT 

effectiveness. 
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There are several reasons for the importance of recognizing discretionary behaviors in IT 

context and analyzing the relationship between discretionary behaviors and IT effectiveness.  

First, IT use does not necessarily result in IT effectiveness, as improper IT usage may have no 

contribution to job performance [1]. Second, most extant research used frequency of use, time 

of use or number of access to measure IT use behavior[5]. However, these variables may not 

represent effective IT use. Third, research in organizational behavior has shown that 

individual job behaviors can be divided into in-role behaviors and discretionary behaviors. In 

jobs requiring individual to take initiative, discretionary behaviors contribute more than in-

role behaviors to the overall job performance[6, 7]. In-role behavior is related directly to job 

description, and discretionary behavior refers to the voluntary or unexpected actions beyond 

job description[8]. Similarly, we believe IT usage behaviors can be divided into in-role 

behaviors and discretionary behaviors, and discretionary behaviors may play an important 

role for IT effectiveness. Fourth, in organizations with wide application of IT, job description 

is broadly defined and nebulous. This requires employees to take initiative in accomplishing 

tasks. With less in-role behaviors, discretionary behaviors become more important for 

achieving job performance in such organizations [7]. Additionally, the application of IT is a 

teamwork [9], which means that it is important to interact with other people to achieve IT 

effectiveness, and more interactions with other people will lead to greater opportunities to 

display discretionary behaviors [7]. Therefore, it is necessary to identify the discretionary 

behaviors in IT use and make further analysis about their antecedents and their outcome. 

Another limitation in extant IT use literature is that most research about the antecedents of 

IT use bases primarily on cognitive models such as the technology acceptance model [2, 10], 

theory of reasoned action [11], theory of planned behavior [12], and the unified theory of 

acceptance and use of technology [4]. This line of research has contributed to our 

understanding that perceptions and beliefs about IT such as perceived usefulness, perceived 

ease of use, perceived compatibility, perceived behavioral control, and subject norm are 

important to predict IT use. However, research in organizational behavior and human 

resource management has shown that the antecedents of behavior are complex and 

multifaceted, and emotion may also play an important role in predicting individual behavior 

especially the discretionary behavior [7, 13, 14]. Therefore, it is important to analyze the 

emotion antecedents of discretionary IT usage behavior and their relationship with IT 

effectiveness. 

The purpose of this paper is to (1) preliminarily recognize the discretionary behaviors in IT 

use, (2) show how emotions affect IT effectiveness through discretionary behaviors, and (3) 

explain why some individuals are willing to take initiative to make IT have positive impact on 

their work as well as organizational performance, while some individuals are trying to resist 

the application of IT. 

The reminder of this paper will first review the research on emotions, job performance and 

IT effectiveness. A new framework that presents the important role of emotions for IT 

effectiveness is then developed. Finally, contributions of this study and suggestions for future 

research are discussed. 

 

2. Emotions and IT effectiveness 
 

2.1. Emotions and IT use 

Emotion is a functional mechanism or mental state when highly organized, ongoing 

activity is interrupted to force attention on urgent events that are relevant to physiological 

needs or that induce disturbing cognitive associations, such as threats to esteem [3, 15]. That 

is, emotion is an adaptive function or mental state in response to environmental events [3, 15]. 
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Emotion energizes individual physiologically and then influences individual behavior [3, 15]. 

Emotion has specific referents and it arises in response to the appraisal of an event which is 

perceived as relevant and important to the individual [3]. Generally, emotions can be divided 

into two categories including negative emotions and positive emotions. Negative emotions 

include anger, anxiety, boredom, and depression, whereas positive emotions include 

cheerfulness, contentment, enthusiasm, and happiness [15]. The application of IT will 

interrupt the sequence of events in individual user routine, and will trigger his/her emotion 

[3]. 

Past IT research has examined the effects of some emotions on attitude, beliefs, and IT use. 

Generally, the emotions generated in two different periods were studied. One is the emotions 

generated in the anticipation period [3, 16], the other is the emotions generated in impact 

period [3, 17, 18]. Results show that specific emotion (e.g., anger, anxiety, excitement, and 

happiness) generated in both the anticipation period [3] and the impact period [18, 19] are 

related to IT use.  

However, the effects of emotions on IT effectiveness are left largely unexplored. Most 

extant research has focused on the emotions generated in the impact period [3], while the 

research on the emotions generated in anticipation period and implementation period is still 

limited. Yet research in organizational behavior has shown that emotions have long-lasting 

effects on behavior [15, 20]. Additionally, as discussed above, IT use does not necessarily 

lead to IT effectiveness. Therefore, research about the effects of emotions on IT effectiveness 

is needed. 

 

2.2. Discretionary behaviors and IT effectiveness 

Research in organizational behavior and human resource management has shown that 

individual job performance is decided by two kinds of behaviors: in-role behaviors and 

discretionary behaviors. The latter includes organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) and 

counterproductive work behaviors (CWB). Organizational citizenship behaviors are prosocial 

behaviors exceeding the normative expectations of the organization [7]. Examples of OCB 

include helping coworkers and attending functions that are not required [14]. 

Counterproductive work behaviors are intention behaviors that go against the legitimate 

interests of the organization [7]. Examples of CWB include aggression or sabotage [15]. 

Discretionary behavior plays an important role in job performance, as past research has 

shown that OCB and job performance have moderate to strong positive relationship, and 

CWB and job performance have profound negative relationship [7]. 

Similarly, in IT context, we believe IT use should include in-role behavior and 

discretionary behavior. First, although management may explicitly require employees to use 

IT, it is difficult to specify the details concerning its actual application. Second, how to use IT 

may involve many discretionary behaviors because the employees may decide whether or not 

to take initiative to use IT effectively. Therefore, it is necessary to recognize the discretionary 

behaviors in IT use. Here we divide IT use behavior into in-role IT use behavior and 

discretionary IT use behavior. In-role IT use behavior refers to fulfilling the management 

requirements to learn and use IT such as (a) participating the training activities organized by 

the company according to the requirements, (b) inputting data to IT systems according to the 

requirements, and (c) outputting data from IT systems according to the requirements. 

Discretionary IT use behavior can be divided into OCB and CWB. The OCB in IT use 

means taking initiative beyond the requirements of management to make sure that IT can help 

improve not only individual but also organizational performance. As application of IT is a 

teamwork, and needs cooperation among different users or between IT user and IT personnel 

[9], beyond the in-role IT use, there are some other behaviors which will contribute to IT 
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effectiveness and be difficult to be prescribed by management. We refer the set of OCB in IT 

use as discretionary IT cooperation behavior. 

Based on reviewing the discretionary behavior literatures and our pilot interview with the 

Chief Information Officers (CIO) in 3 companies, a set of discretionary IT cooperation 

behaviors are generated as below: (a) taking initiative to learn the skill about IT use to make 

sure they can operate IT well; (b) reporting the operation problems they met immediately to 

make sure IT work well; (c) providing suggestions to make data input and output more 

conveniently and more friendly; (d) eagerly helping other people to solve IT problems, as 

helping is critical to conduct cooperation behavior [21]; (e) taking initiative to discuss with 

colleagues about IT solutions, as communication is important for cooperation [9] and user 

involvement is important for IT effectiveness [22]; (f) taking initiative to learn IT knowledge 

so that he/she can communicate with the IT personnel well; (g) proposing suggestions to IT 

department so that IT may better meet the business needs, and (h) taking initiative to 

communicate with IT personnel, as past research shows that IT knowledge, clear goals and 

objectives, and the alignment between IT and business objectives are important to achieve IT 

effectiveness [9, 23-26].  

The above initiatives are discretionary and difficult to be enforced as in-role requirements. 

Employees may decide not to cooperate and not to be engaged in these behaviors. If this is the 

case, even though the frequency of use, the time of use or the number of accesses are the 

same, IT effectiveness may be different. 

Based on the above discussion, we may see that both in-role IT use behaviors and 

discretionary IT cooperation behaviors will contribute to IT effectiveness. However, in the 

long run, discretionary IT cooperation behaviors should be critical for achieving IT 

effectiveness, as what they concern is the IT effectiveness and not the IT usage. The 

traditional measurements of IT use may not have captured these discretionary behaviors in IT 

use. Therefore, it is necessary to further analyze the role of these discretionary IT use 

behaviors for IT effectiveness. 

The above discussion focuses on OCB in IT use. However, according to the results in 

organizational behavior research [7], there are also CWB in IT use. We call CWB in IT use as 

discretionary IT resistance behavior. Based on the IT literature and our interviews with CIOs, 

a set of discretionary IT resistance behaviors are generated as below: (a) discussing with other 

employees about the useless of IT, (b) complaining frequently to other employees that IT 

design is not user friendly, (c) refusing to learn new IT knowledge and insisting on using the 

old method to carry out work duties, (d) finding excuses to be absent for IT skill-training 

program, (e) demanding other employees or departments to change their work methods to 

accommodate their avoidance of IT use. These behaviors are detrimental to IT effectiveness, 

as past research has shown that user resistance to change is a bottleneck for IT 

implementation [23].  

As a summary, the in-role behaviors and discretionary behaviors in IT use discussed above 

are shown in Table 1. The list of behaviors can be further developed into measurement items 

of OCB and CWB in IT context. 
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Table 1. In-role Behaviors and Discretionary Behaviors in IT Use 

 Constructs Behavior description 

In-role In-role IT use behavior 

(a) participating the training activities organized by the company 

according to the requirements; 

(b) inputting data to IT systems according to the requirements;  

(c) outputting data from IT systems according to the requirements. 

OCB 
Discretionary IT cooperation 

behavior 

(a) taking initiative to learn the skill about IT use to make sure they 

can operate IT well; 

(b) reporting the operation problems they met immediately to make 

sure IT work well; 

(c) providing suggestions to make data input and output more 

conveniently and more friendly; 

(d) eagerly helping other people to solve IT problems; 

(e) taking initiative to discuss with colleagues about IT solutions; 

(f) taking initiative to learn IT knowledge so that he/she can 

communicate with the IT personnel well; 

(g) proposing suggestions to IT department so that IT may better 

meet the business needs; 

(h) taking initiative to communicate with IT personnel. 

CWB IT resistance behavior 

(a) discussing with other employees about the useless of IT; 

(b) complaining frequently to other employees that IT design is not 

user friendly; 

(c) refusing to learn new IT knowledge and insisting on using the old 

method to carry out work duties; 

(d) finding excuses to be absent for IT skill-training program; 

(e) demanding other employees or departments to change their work 

methods to accommodate their avoidance of IT use. 

 
2.3. Emotion and discretionary behavior 

Research in organizational behavior field has shown that emotion has important effect on 

individual behavior. Spector and Fox (2002) emotion-centered model shows that emotion 

plays a critical role in discretionary behavior. Negative emotions will tend to increase the 

likelihood of CWB, and positive emotions increase the likelihood of OCB. Emotion motivates 

discretionary behavior which can reduce negative feelings and enhance positive feelings, and 

which may be benefit or harmful to an individual or an organization. In most cases, an 

individual who feels bad will engage in retaliation in order to make himself or herself feel 

better. Events which induce positive emotion will encourage an individual to become more 

involved in work and enhance his or her pleasurable feelings [15]. Lee and Alen (2002) 

showed that discretionary behaviors were predicted by both emotions and cognitions[14]. 

However, past research has focused on the cognition antecedents of IT use, and paid little 

attention to the discretionary behaviors in IT use and their emotion antecedents[27]. 

Based on the above discussion, we believe when employees have positive emotions 

towards the application of IT such as joy, relief, hope and cheer, they will tend to engage in 

discretionary IT cooperation behaviors, which will contribute positively to IT effectiveness. 

When employees have negative emotions towards the application of IT such as anger, 

frustration, sad and fear, they will tend to engage in discretionary IT resistance behaviors, 

which will contribute negatively to IT effectiveness. Therefore, we suggest the following 

propositions. 

Proposition 1: Positive emotion will have positive effect on IT effectiveness through 

discretionary IT cooperation behavior. 

Proposition 2: Negative emotion will have negative effect on IT effectiveness through 

discretionary IT resistance behavior. 
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However, individual characteristic and organizational culture may moderate the 

relationship between emotion and discretionary behavior. One important individual 

characteristic stated in emotion management literature is emotional intelligence, which refers 

to the ability to handle issue and problem involving emotion[28, 29]. Employees with high 

emotional intelligence are able to understand and control their emotion more effectively. 

Furthermore, they are able to use emotion as a driver for the job performance[30]. Therefore, 

in IT context, we believe emotional intelligence will enhance the impact of positive emotion 

on OCB in IT use and reduce the impact of emotion on CWB in IT use. Thus, the following 

proposition is suggested. 

Proposition 3: Employees’ emotional intelligence will moderate the relationship between 

emotion and discretionary IT usage behavior. It will enhance the relationship between 

positive emotion and discretionary IT cooperation behavior, and reduce the relationship 

between negative emotion and discretionary IT resistance behavior. 

Additionally, research in organizational behavior field has shown that the style of 

organizational coping with employee emotion will affect organization ability to prevent 

negative outcome of employee emotion [31]. Therefore, we believe organizational culture 

may play an important role in the relationship between emotion and discretionary IT usage 

behavior. If organizational culture encourages the employees to help and support each other, 

the effect of positive emotion on IT cooperation behavior will be enhanced while the 

detrimental effect of negative emotion on IT resistance behavior will be reduced. Therefore, 

the following proposition is suggested. 

 

 
Figure 1. A process model towards IT effectiveness 

 

Proposition 4: Organizational culture which encourages employees to help and support 

each other will moderate the relationship between emotion and discretionary IT usage 

behavior. Such culture will enhance the relationship between positive emotion and 

discretionary IT cooperation behavior, and reduce the relationship between negative emotion 

and discretionary IT resistance behavior. 

Based on the above discussion, a new framework which links emotion factors and IT 

effectiveness is showed in Figure 1. 
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3. Discussion 
IT usage may not necessarily lead to positive individual and organizational impact. With 

less clear in-role behaviors, discretionary behaviors become more important for achieving job 

performance. The application of IT needs cooperation and interaction among employees. This 

means that discretionary behaviors are critical to materialize IT impact. Traditional 

measurements of IT use cannot fully capture all the discretionary IT use behaviors which 

eventually will contribute to IT effectiveness. Most research of IT use antecedents focuses on 

the cognition factors, while the emotion antecedent research is still limited[27]. This paper 

attempts to conduct a pilot analysis about the discretionary behavior in IT context, and try to 

explain its emotion antecedents and its outcome. We propose a new process model to explain 

how emotion factors influence IT effectiveness through the discretionary behaviors.  

Based on the research in organizational behavior, we divide the IT use behavior into in-

role behavior and discretionary behavior, and make a preliminary recognition of the 

discretionary behavior descriptions in IT context. Specially, we recognize the OCB in IT 

context called discretionary cooperation behavior and the CWB in IT context called 

discretionary resistance behavior. Based on the organizational behavior theory, we propose 

that positive emotion will motivate the discretionary IT cooperation behavior while negative 

emotion will motivate the discretionary IT resistance behavior. However, the extent to which 

emotion motivates discretionary IT cooperation behavior or discretionary IT resistance 

behavior is affected by individual emotion intelligence and organizational culture. The 

discretionary IT cooperation behavior and discretionary IT resistance behavior will then lead 

to different IT effectiveness.  

There are several important theoretical and practical implications from articulating a 

process model towards IT effectiveness. First, it helps us understand why IT use does not 

always lead to IT effectiveness, and thus helps us move the research focus to the nature of IT 

use and further analyze the discretionary IT use behavior. Second, it provides a framework for 

further empirical testing the conditions and processes which are associated with IT 

effectiveness. Particularly, it reveals the areas which need further research. As stated above, a 

lot of IT research has been done on the cognitive antecedents of IT use. By careful extension 

of the organizational behavior literature, we learn more about the nature of IT use behavior, 

and show what kinds of IT use behaviors will affect IT effectiveness in the long run and that 

emotions may play important roles in such behaviors. The process connecting the emotions to 

the IT effectiveness reveals that a lot of further research needs to be done on what constitutes 

the OCB in IT use and the CWB in IT use, how emotions affect discretionary cooperation 

behaviors and discretionary resistance behaviors, how management can intervene employee 

emotions to better outcomes. Third, further empirical work based on this framework may 

provide practical guidance in several important IT management areas such as how to better 

manage the discretionary IT usage behaviors in organization and how to better manage 

employee emotions involved the application of IT.  

As stated in our earlier discussion, we believe it is important to conduct empirical test 

about the relationship between emotion and discretionary IT usage behavior, and further 

empirically examine the relationship between discretionary IT usage behavior and IT 

effectiveness, as less is known about them. We have conducted a pilot interview with the 

CIOs in 3 companies and reviewed the IT literature to collect the discretionary behavior 

descriptions which may be further developed into measurement items of OCB and CWB in IT 

studies. In the next step, we believe case studies and panel interview should be conducted to 

further collect the OCB and CWB descriptions in IT context. Then large sample survey 

should be conducted to collect data to choose and examine the measurement items about the 

constructs and empirically test hypotheses about the relationships and the moderators between 
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discrete emotions and the discretionary IT usage behaviors, and the relationships between 

discretionary IT usage behaviors and IT effectiveness.  

In summary, we propose a conceptual process model which not only provides an 

explanation of how emotion affects IT effectiveness and why simply IT use may not always 

lead to IT effectiveness, but also reveals the areas for further research to better understand IT 

effectiveness and IT use such as developing the measurement items for discretionary 

cooperation behavior and discretionary resistance behavior, analyzing the emotion 

antecedents of such discretionary IT usage behaviors and the moderators between emotions 

and discretionary IT usage behaviors. 
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