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Summary Emotional labor (expressing emotions as part of one’s job duties, as in “service with a smile”) can be bene-
ficial for employees, organizations, and customers. Meta-analytical summaries reveal that deep acting (sum-
moning up the appropriate feelings one wants to display) generally has positive outcomes. Unlike surface
acting (faking emotions), deep acting does not harm employee well-being, and deep acting is positively re-
lated with job satisfaction, organizational commitment, job performance, and customer satisfaction. Emerging
research also suggests that a third form of emotional labor, natural and genuine emotional labor, is a fre-
quently used emotional labor strategy that has positive effects for both employees and customers. We exam-
ine how identity processes shape how employees experience emotional labor, and we maintain that when
employees identify with their roles, emotional labor augments and affirms their identity. Person-job fit is
an important moderator that influences whether emotional labor enhances or hinders employee well-being.
Emotional labor may also have positive outcomes when organizations grant more autonomy and adopt
positive display rules that call for the expression of positive emotions. Recent research also indicates that
emotional labor strategies may improve leadership effectiveness. Research opportunities on the bright side
of emotional labor are abundant. Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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The originator of the term “emotional labor”, Arlie Hochschild (1983), defined it as the “management of feeling to
create a publicly observable facial and bodily display” (p. 328). She examined how flight attendants performed emo-
tional labor, emphasizing how they had to put on fake smiles while interacting with sometimes rude and belligerent
customers. Since her seminal work, legions of researchers have documented how faking emotions in the name of
customer service is stressful for employees. We acknowledge that surface acting (displaying emotions one does
not actually feel) often has negative consequences for employees’ personal well-being (Grandey, Rupp, & Brice,
in press). Indeed, it would be foolish of us to maintain otherwise. Four meta-analyses have documented that surface
acting is associated with stress and impaired well-being (Bono & Vey, 2005; Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011;
Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013; Wang, Seibert, & Boles, 2011). Moreover, two of us (Ashforth & Humphrey,
1993) were among the first management scholars to argue that surface acting can cause emotional dissonance and
a loss of one’s sense of authentic self (see Proposition 4, plus Propositions 8 and 9 on other negative effects of emo-
tional labor). Thus, while it is gratifying to see that so much work has supported our propositions about the negative
effects of emotional labor, we had also described some of the benefits of emotional labor, although much more
research still needs to be carried out. Our third author has also observed negative effects deriving from emotional
labor (e.g., Diefendorff & Richard, 2003; Gabriel & Diefendorff, 2015), but he has also observed positive effects
for certain variables under certain conditions (e.g., Diefendorff & Richard, 2003; Gabriel, Daniels, Diefendorff, &
Greguras, 2015).
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As argued by Ashforth and Humphrey (1993), surface acting is one of the three main ways to perform emotional
labor, with the other two being deep acting and the expression of naturally felt emotions. As we will demonstrate, the
evidence indicates pretty convincingly that the latter two forms of emotional labor may have positive effects. As
such, the intense focus on the negative aspects of emotional labor has cast a shadow over the potential benefits.
In this article, we intend to highlight the bright side of emotional labor. We contend that the harmful effects often
attributed to emotional labor are due, in part, to the use of maladaptive emotion regulation tactics, poor person-
job fit, to the role not reflecting a valued identity, or poor working conditions imposed by management (especially
a lack of autonomy in how to perform emotional labor). In other words, we suggest that the expectation to show
positive emotions and the effort required to do so is not inherently harmful; rather, what makes it harmful are the
regulation strategies adopted to purse them, fit and identity-alignment processes of employees, and the broader con-
ditions under which emotional labor is performed. In short, when properly performed, emotional labor can be ben-
eficial for both workers and organizations.
Many employees may enjoy performing emotional labor, and this may be true even for individuals who work in

occupations that are stereotyped as being difficult or unpleasant. For example, in an article entitled Seeking emo-
tional labor: When managing the heart enhances the work experience, Shuler and Sypher (2000) studied 911 emer-
gency call center employees and found that many enjoyed the emotional aspects of their job. Although the authors
acknowledged that the dispatchers sometimes had stressful encounters, they reported that “the performance of emo-
tional labor is also intrinsically connected with the best and most rewarding parts of the job” (p. 50) and that “For
these 911 dispatchers, emotional labor is a fun, exciting, and rewarding part of their work” (p. 51; their italics). As
their article’s title suggests, many people seek jobs that have high emotional labor demands, and for some of these
positions (such as nursing or social work), people are willing to go through lengthy and expensive educational pro-
grams in order to obtain them. Indeed, although Hochschild (1983) based her theorizing on flight attendants, many
people regard being one as a dream job, and flight attendants had a glamorous image in the late 1970s and early ’80s
when Hochschild studied them. Some airlines have good reputations as places to work. For example, Southwest
Airlines is known for being a fun place to work, and it reports receiving 50 to 100 applicants for every job opening
(Parker, 2008). Perhaps being a flight attendant is not that bad a job after all.
In the following sections, we define the basic elements of emotional labor and describe the major strategies used to

perform emotional labor. We then give the “big picture” on deep acting, one of the most prevalent forms of emotional
labor, and summarize the research on deep acting by drawing upon recent meta-analyses.We then describe a third form
of emotional labor—natural, genuine, and spontaneous emotional labor—that may be even more effective than deep
acting. After that, we discuss how identity processes can influence the relationships between emotional labor and out-
comes. Although for some employees, emotional labor creates dissonance and a sense of inauthenticity, we argue that
for many employees, emotional labor enhances and helps affirm their identity. Next, we examine moderators of emo-
tional labor and show how stresses attributed to emotional labor may originate with poor person-job fit rather than with
emotional labor per se. Then we argue that organizations need to create appropriate display rules for performing emo-
tional labor. Positive display rules that call for the display of positive emotions tend to have beneficial outcomes,
whereas negative display rules that call for the suppression of negative emotions generally have poorer outcomes. Al-
though emotional labor has been mostly studied among service workers, new and exciting research extends emotional
labor to leadership and to interactions among coworkers. Next, we argue that organizations also need to create an over-
all positive emotional climate if they want their employees to express positive emotions to customers and each other.
When employees are truly satisfied with their jobs, they may not have as great a need to fake smiles during interactions.

What is Emotional Labor?

Hochschild (1983) argued that organizations commercialize employees’ feelings by requiring them to display emo-
tions as part of their job duties. Airlines want attendants to smile and act friendly, hospitals want nurses to show
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concern and compassion, and funeral homes want employees to act somber and sympathetic. She used the term
“feeling rules” to describe these organizational norms and argued that they were attempts to control employees’
inner lives, or thoughts and feelings that are normally private and personal. However, later scholars argued that
the appropriate label should be “display rules” because organizations cannot directly regulate unobservable inner
emotional states, only outward displays of emotions (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Rafaeli & Sutton, 1989). The
distinction between feeling rules and display rules is important because the latter implies that organizations are pri-
marily concerned with controlling outward appearances and are less focused on employees’ inner states. The latter
definition also requires a change in the definition of emotional labor to emphasize the regulation of behavior as
opposed to feelings; thus, Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) defined emotional labor as “the act of displaying the
appropriate emotion (i.e., conforming with a display rule)” (p. 90).
Hochschild (1983) described two methods of performing emotional labor: surface acting and deep acting. When

people engage in surface acting, they do not actually try to feel the emotions they want to portray. Instead, they put
on fake smiles or other emotional displays that do not reflect their true feelings. For example, a waiter who is feeling
irritated may nevertheless smile at a customer in the hopes of getting a bigger tip. In contrast, when people use deep
acting, they try to summon the emotions they want to portray when interacting with others. Thus, they try to feel and
experience the actual emotions, and they purposely engage in thoughts and activities that help foster those emotions.
Hochschild (1983, pp. 38-42) described two methods for deep acting: exhorting feelings and trained imagination
(recalling past events where one experienced the emotion one wants to portray). In addition, we believe that
employees may engage in various behaviors to stimulate the desired emotions. For instance, sales associates at an
upscale clothing store might engage in deep acting by listening to pleasant music as they drive to work, chatting ami-
ably with their coworkers once they arrive, and getting excited about fashion trends and the latest line of clothing
they are carrying. These activities help put them in the right mood for chatting with customers about the store’s prod-
ucts. When talking with customers, they may engage in deep acting by laughing and joking with the customers and
in general acting as if they were shopping with friends.
Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) argued that, in addition to surface acting and deep acting, there is a third form of

emotional labor: spontaneous and genuine emotional labor. They argued that in many cases, service workers’ natural
and spontaneous emotions comply with social expectations and organizational display rules such that they do not
have to deliberately summon the correct emotions. For example, they maintained that a nurse who sees an injured
child might naturally feel sympathy and concern. We review research supporting the validity of genuine emotional
displays as emotional labor after our section on deep acting.
Emotional dissonance is another key concept in emotional labor theory. There are two emotional dissonance con-

ceptualizations in the literature as follows: (1) when feelings do not match displays, called emotion-display disso-
nance or fake emotional display (i.e., surface acting); and (2) when feelings do not match display requirements,
called emotion-rule dissonance (Grandey, Diefendorff, & Rupp, 2013; Holman, Martınez-Inigo, & Totterdell,
2008; Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011; Rubin, Staebler Tardino, Daus, & Munz, 2005). Hülsheger and Schewe’s
(2011) meta-analysis “revealed substantial relationships of emotion–rule dissonance and surface acting with indica-
tors of impaired well-being (ρs between .39 and .48) and job attitudes (ρs between �.24 and �.40) and a small neg-
ative relationship with performance outcomes (ρs between �.20 and �.05)” (p. 361). (Note: ρ = average correlation
corrected for sampling and measurement error in the predictor and criterion.). Unless otherwise noted, “emotional
dissonance” in this article will refer to the more commonly used form, emotion-display dissonance — the “differ-
ence between feeling and feigning” (Hochschild, 1983, p. 90).
There are two major explanations why emotional dissonance reduces well-being. First, expressing emotions one

does not feel creates a sense of inauthenticity. People do not like faking emotions, which can feel like lying. More-
over, frequently faking emotions has been argued to lead to feelings of depersonalization and alienation from one’s
job. This approach originated with Hochschild’s (1983) seminal work. Second, faking is cognitively taxing because
it requires additional monitoring. Actors need to check if their words, facial expressions, and vocal tones match their
true emotions or the fake ones they want to portray. Surface acting requires more monitoring than deep acting
because employees have to continuously monitor their behaviors throughout their interactions with others. By
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definition, spontaneous and genuine emotional labor does not create emotional dissonance between felt and
expressed emotion because actors are expressing their true emotions, and it should also be less resource depleting
and cognitively taxing because it requires less monitoring. This second approach, based on emotion regulation the-
ories, was developed by Grandey (2000, 2003).
Experimental research on the effects of cognitive reappraisal (often noted as a primary strategy for engaging in

deep acting; Grandey, 2000) has revealed a variety of benefits, including better felt emotions, less physiological
reactivity, better social functioning, and better memory (Gross, 1998). Thus, there is evidence that deep acting
and associated strategies may be positively linked to well-being outcomes. Adopting a person-centered approach
to the study of surface acting and deep acting, Gabriel et al. (2015) found that there were distinct emotional labor
profiles (subpopulations) that characteristically used surface acting and deep acting in distinct combinations
(i.e., high use of both strategies, high use of one strategy, low use of both strategies). Comparison of these profiles
revealed that high deep acting was harmful for well-being outcomes (job satisfaction, emotional exhaustion,
inauthenticity) when combined with high surface acting, but deep acting was beneficial for well-being when
performed with low surface acting (and high surface acting was always harmful). Thus, perhaps some of the mixed
and null findings for deep acting are attributable to combining different emotional labor profiles in the same
analysis.
Emotional labor occurs in a wide variety of industries and occupations. Humphrey, Pollack, and Hawver (2008)

categorized service jobs into three categories according to the associated display rules:

• Customer service jobs (waiters/waitresses, retail associates, real estate agents, hair stylists, various sales, etc.),
which usually require “service with a smile” and the display of positive, friendly emotions (Pugh, 2001; Rafaeli
& Sutton, 1987; Van Dijk & Kirk-Brown, 2006). These emotions are normally enjoyable to express, but putting
on smiles after a long workday, or in a highly repetitive fashion, may still be difficult. There is some debate over
whether requirements to display positive emotions can be stressful, and we review this issue later.

• Caring professions (nurses, doctors and other healthcare workers, social workers, funeral directors, etc.), which
require displays of sympathy and concern. These emotions are associated with stressful events like sickness, in-
jury, or personal problems. Displaying these emotions on a frequent basis could be problematic for some
employees.

• Social control jobs (police, guards, bill collectors, bouncers, etc.) can require the display of anger, irritation, dom-
inance, or other aggressive emotions (see, for example, Rafaeli and Sutton’s (1991) study of police interrogators
and bill collectors). Displaying these emotions to the right degree can be difficult. For example, Sutton (1991)
documented how bill collectors have to display enough irritation to get delinquent account holders to pay, but
not so much that they are accused of harassment.

Deep Acting: The Big Picture

So what is the big picture when it comes to deep acting? In their meta-analysis, Hülsheger and Schewe (2011) con-
cluded that “deep acting displayed weak relationships with indicators of impaired well-being and job attitudes but
positive relationships with emotional performance and customer satisfaction” (p. 361; ρ = .18 for emotional perfor-
mance and .37 for customer satisfaction). With regard to well-being, they found that deep acting was unrelated to
psychological strain or feelings of depersonalization and only slightly related to emotional exhaustion (ρ = .09).
Their results thus indicate that emotional labor in the form of deep acting improves performance without causing
a reduction in well-being. Similarly, the meta-analysis indicated that deep acting had a positive relationship with
customer satisfaction, a slightly positive (ρ = .05) but not statistically significant relationship with job satisfaction,
and a small (ρ .09) but significant positive correlation with organizational attachment. People who engaged in deep
acting were also more likely to feel a sense of personal accomplishment (ρ .27).
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Wang et al. (2011) had similar findings in their meta-analysis. In terms of individual well-being, they found that
deep acting was statistically unrelated to emotional exhaustion or depersonalization. Moreover, deep acting was neg-
atively related to a reduced sense of personal accomplishment (rc �.15) and had a small but statistically significant
negative relationship with psychosomatic complaints (rc �.07). Deep acting was positively related to both self-re-
ported task performance (rc .19) and non self-reported task performance (rc .15). Finally, deep acting had a positive
relationship with job satisfaction (rc .11).
Finally, Kammeyer-Mueller et al. (2013) used a meta-analytic structural model to test the effects of deep acting on

stress and job performance. After controlling for dispositional factors and perceived display rules, they found—con-
sistent with the other meta-analyses—that deep acting was unrelated to stress/emotional exhaustion and that it was
positively related to job satisfaction and job performance.
So what is the big picture? The big picture is that deep acting generally does not hinder employee well-being, and

there is evidence that it is associated with job satisfaction, organizational commitment, job performance, and ulti-
mately better customer satisfaction. This seems like a pretty sunny picture to us.

The Sun Is Still Rising: Spontaneous and Genuine Emotional Labor

The sunny picture of deep acting is not the whole story, however, because the sun is rising even higher on the role of
spontaneous and genuine emotional labor (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993). Studies by Glomb and Tews (2004) and
Diefendorff, Croyle, and Gosserand (2005) were among the first to provide evidence for all three types of emotional
labor. In an impressive study using a wide range of industries and five different samples, Glomb and Tews found that
employees reported using faking, suppression, and genuine displays of a variety of emotions. Moreover, they found
that the use of genuine emotions matched the various display rules for the employees’ particular occupations.
Diefendorff et al. examined the types of emotional labor strategies used by employees. Their confirmatory factor
analysis supported the separation of surface acting, deep acting, and the genuine expression of naturally occurring
emotions into three distinct factors. Their findings suggest that some employees do use spontaneous and genuine
emotional labor when conforming to organizational expectations. Diefendorff et al. argued that spontaneous and nat-
ural emotional labor may actually be quite common, reporting that it was the most endorsed of the three strategies.
Research has continued to support the validity of spontaneous and genuine emotional labor. Two studies examined

the frequency with which employees used the three types of emotional labor. Jordan, Soutar, and Kiffin-Petersen
(2008) found that 28 percent of employees were skilled at performing both deep acting and genuine emotional expres-
sion, which were found to be the most effective forms of emotional labor. Only 4 percent engaged in all three types of
emotional labor, which suggests that employees skilled in both deep acting and genuine emotional labor rarely need
to use surface acting. Dahling and Perez (2010) investigated how individual differences influenced the choice of emo-
tional labor strategies. They found that older workers were more likely to use genuine emotional labor and to express
their naturally felt emotions. Because older workers are likely to have greater job experience using emotional labor,
their study also implies that more skilled workers are likely to use genuine emotional labor.
As the next section illustrates, people who identify with their role are also more likely to use spontaneous and gen-

uine emotional labor. However, they may also resort to surface acting and deep acting as well in order to enact and
affirm their identity.

The Role of Identity

Emotions are central to our experience of the workplace and self (Elfenbein, 2007). We use them as signals of what
is meaningful to us. Feeling elated about challenging tasks tells us that we are intrinsically motivated; feeling
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frustrated with supervising others tells us that we are not cut out to be a manager. Emotions, in short, are a gauge for
identity. In Hochschild’s (1983) analysis, when emotions are co-opted for organizational purposes, as in emotional
labor, individuals can lose their emotional compass; worse, individuals may find their identities hijacked by organi-
zations for commercial purposes. As Van Maanen and Kunda (1989, p. 54) put it, “Emotional labor inevitably calls
for some self-investment in the role.”We acknowledge this argument, but see a significant upside to the role of iden-
tity in emotional labor.

Authenticity is highly prized

Authenticity, “the subjective experience of alignment between one’s internal experiences and external expressions”
(Roberts, Cha, Hewlin, & Settles, 2009, p. 151), is highly prized—and not only in the relatively me-centered West
where personal identities often hold sway but also in the more we-centered East where social identities are often
more top-of-mind. In either case, authenticity is a matter of being true to the identities one values in a given context.
At first blush, one might think that surface acting and deep acting are—by definition—the sheer antithesis of au-

thenticity. As Hochschild (1983) put it, “The more the heart is managed, the more we value the unmanaged heart”
(p. 192). However, we argue that surface and, especially, deep acting are often used to uphold and reinforce a valued
identity and thereby facilitate the sense that one is actually being true to oneself—that one is being authentic.
How is this possible?

Authenticity and identity
In a study of frontline service workers, Ashforth and Tomiuk (2000) found that about half said that they had to be a
“good actor” to do their jobs but that, nonetheless, a good friend would say, “that’s the person I know.” In short, the
workers appeared to be simultaneously inauthentic and authentic. A dietician remarked:

“I’m a caring person and that’s why I went into the health care profession – I want to help people. And that comes
across. I think that’s what clients like about me – that they know I’m being sincere and genuine and that I do want
to help them.” Later in the interview, she added, “Sometimes I feel hypocritical or like I’m lying to my client [by
being very positive about their chances of losing weight]. But then I say, ‘Well, if this over-enthusiasm is going to
help them lose weight, then it’s actually beneficial to them’ so I’m not being that bad.” (pp. 191, 197)

By acting inauthentically—being more positive than she felt—the dietician was actually being authentic to her self-
conception as a caring person who sincerely wants to help her clients. In short, authenticity appears to operate on
two levels: a superficial one regarding consistency between behavior and emotion and a deeper one regarding con-
sistency between behavior and identity. For the dietician, superficial inauthenticity served the cause of deeper
authenticity.
The deeper level of authenticity—where identity resides—is hugely important to how superficial inauthenticity—

where emotional labor is conducted—is actually experienced (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Gordon, 1989). Indi-
viduals generally want to believe that the work they do matters (meaningfulness) and reflects who they are (identity).
The more they identify with their work role (and that can include tasks, the occupation, and clients, as well as how
the role is nested within subunits and the organization itself), the more that enacting that role is being true to them-
selves, at least in that context. Indeed, even if role identification is not strong, enactment may nonetheless be valued
if it allows the expression of core personal identities—one’s sense of what makes one relatively unique—such as to
be extroverted, playful, or helpful to others (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993). As Guerrier and Adib (2003) wrote of
tour operators, “When Stuart…says about [company-organized] party nights ‘I think it’s brilliant. I well enjoy doing
party night’ or…when James says ‘I get a buzz out of the fact that people rely on me,’ there seems no doubt to us that
they are claiming that they can ‘be themselves’ at work” (p. 1414).
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Thus, if display rules are consistent with one’s conception of a valued role or a valued self within the role (e.g., the
dietician expressing optimism that a client can lose weight), then enacting those rules becomes identity-affirming—
even if one is not currently experiencing the implied emotion (cf. Bolton, 2005, regarding prescriptive, presentational,
and philanthropic motives for emotion regulation at work). In other words, surface acting and especially deep acting
(with its greater tie to the inner self; Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993) are means by which individuals who identify with
their work can express emotions that, for the reasons explained in the following, they may not be spontaneously
experiencing. Rafaeli and Sutton (1987) refer to the act of expressing emotions that are not actually felt—but that
are consistent with display rules one agrees with—as “faking in good faith” (p. 32). That is, because one has internal-
ized the display rules as valid, one is willing to engage in surface and especially deep acting.
Further, display rules, like most norms in organizations, allow some latitude in how they are enacted

(Christoforou & Ashforth, 2015). Latitude, of course, enables individuals to enact display rules in a manner more
consistent with their valued identities, such that less emotional dissonance and fatigue are experienced. For example,
a female police officer may choose to enact her role in a more collaborative and compassionate manner than typical
male officers (Martin, 1999). Thus, a meta-analysis by Bono and Vey (2005) revealed a negative correlation between
job control/autonomy and emotional dissonance.

Why would a high-identifier need to resort to deep or surface acting?

The more an individual identifies with a role, the more likely he or she is to spontaneously feel the socially appro-
priate emotions. Heise’s (1977) affect control theory maintains that a social identity connotes certain “fundamental
sentiments” (p. 164) that individuals seek to experience via their behavior so as to confirm their fit with the identity.
Similarly, Waldron (2012) refers to “ ‘speakable emotions,’ the feelings that employees acknowledged and legiti-
mated as part of their profession” (p. 39). For instance, Jansz and Timmers (2002) describe a teacher who was
nonplussed that he sometimes felt angry towards his students because “you are not the ideal teacher anymore”
(p. 85). A teacher, presumably, “should” be understanding and calm. Thus, individuals who identify with a role
are motivated to spontaneously feel the expected emotions and the more they do, the more their identity is validated.
Why, then, would high-identifiers ever need to engage in either deep acting or surface acting? First, an individual

may be new to the role and not yet proficient at enacting it. A neophyte consultant may be tentative in proposing
solutions to a client and not feel the sense of cool command that he or she believes typifies the role. As suggested
by the saying, “fake it ’til you make it”, newcomers may engage in deep or surface acting until they acquire the
needed skills and confidence to experience the identity-confirming emotions they seek. Further, returning to the no-
tion of authenticity, having one’s surface acting and especially one’s deep acting apparently accepted at face value
by the audience help validate one’s claim to being a legitimate exemplar of the identity that motivated the acting
(Roberts et al., 2009).
Second, and relatedly, a high-identifier may lack certain attributes that facilitate the experience and expression of

expected emotion. Various attributes have been linked specifically to emotional labor, such as emotional adaptabil-
ity, positive/negative trait affectivity, gender, empathy, and self-monitoring (e.g., Brotheridge & Lee, 2003;
Schaubroeck & Jones, 2000; Wróbel, 2013; see Dahling & Johnson, 2013, for a review). Iszatt-White (2009) de-
scribes a school principal who, viewing himself as uncharismatic, engaged in deep acting to adopt the tough and
disciplinary demeanor that he felt was necessary to change the behavior of a wayward vice-principal.
Third, a high-identifier may have momentary impediments to the smooth experience and expression of expected

emotion. That is, the individual would prefer to spontaneously experience the emotion but is not currently doing so.
For instance, he or she may be tired, focused on the logistics of the encounter, preoccupied with other concerns such
as a sick child, lack a suitable rapport with a client, or be transitioning from a previous encounter with its own emo-
tional residue.
Fourth, like a stage actor, a high-identifier may perceive a tactical need to convey a particular emotion of partic-

ular intensity in order to convince an audience, whether or not he or she is actually experiencing that emotion
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(Kopelman, Rosette, & Thompson, 2006). Iszatt-White (2009) describes another principal who, conscious of her
leadership role, masked her negative emotions when walking the hallways so as not to upset others. Because emo-
tional displays are often used strategically to control interactions, it is probably quite common that high-identifiers
do not spontaneously experience displayed emotions, at least not to the requisite degree.
In short, for a variety of reasons, high-identifiers may not actually feel or be able to express a task-appropriate

emotion to the requisite degree and may thus engage in deep or surface acting to maintain their sense of authenticity
within their role (e.g., “I am a great salesperson”).

A preference for deep acting
Because deep acting can require much effort, the less individuals identify with their role, the more likely they are to
resort to surface acting—to simply feigning the expected emotions. Conversely, the more individuals identify with
their role, the more likely they are to strive to actually feel the emotions they are expected to express—to engage in
deep acting. Further, it is likely that deep acting in turn reinforces identification; because emotions are a potent signal
that a given stimulus is of personal importance, the act of inducing role-consistent emotions may tie one psycholog-
ically to the role (“This must matter to me”). Thus, several studies found that role or organizational identification is
positively correlated with deep acting and negatively correlated with surface acting (Brotheridge & Lee, 2003;
Mishra, 2014; Mishra, Bhatnagar, D’Cruz, & Noronha, 2012). And Hochschild (1983) reported that highly identi-
fied flight attendants “are generally more adept at deep acting” (p. 133).

Are emotional dissonance and fatigue really aversive if one identifies with the role?

As noted, surface acting is by definition associated with emotional dissonance. Deep acting, however, is not
associated with emotional dissonance per se because one has effectively reworked one’s actual emotions to
reflect the expected emotions. But because deep acting requires a psychological and perhaps behavioral invest-
ment in reworking one’s emotions (e.g., a hockey referee reported that he frequently spits on the ice so that he
can “feel tougher and bigger out there,” Ashforth, Kulik, & Tomiuk, 2008, p. 17), it could be argued that deep
acting is associated with fatigue in the short run and perhaps even burnout in the long run. This line of
thought suggests that individuals would prefer to avoid both surface and deep acting and would need to be
induced into practicing them.
In contrast, we argue that when a valued identity is in play—and therefore potentially at risk—individuals may

voluntarily engage in surface and deep acting and regard the attendant emotional dissonance and fatigue as indica-
tors of their commitment. Curley and Royle (2013) provide a remarkable example of how veteran airline cabin crew
members actively sought to enact surface and deep acting despite the obstacles their employer implicitly raised to
doing so. Until 2001, Aer Lingus cabin crews were encouraged to view themselves as professionals, adept at pro-
viding skilled service to passengers. For instance:

“They were trained to use a repertoire of facial, bodily and verbal expressions, for example using a low voice and
maintaining an amenable eye contact with passengers. ‘Scenario’ training taught cabin crew to placate ‘irrational’
passengers while maintaining display rules…cabin crew recalled a number of phrases which summed up the EL
[emotional labor] requirement…[such as] treat passengers ‘as guests in your home’.” (p. 109)

In 2001, the company reduced emotional labor training, recruited newcomers with lower qualifications, emphasized
revenue generation via food and drink sales, and reduced staff on flights. Not surprisingly, many crew members—
especially newcomers—began hiding in the galley to avoid passengers, no longer engaged in deep acting, and per-
formed only perfunctory surface acting. In short, service suffered greatly. However, far from experiencing relief that
robust emotional labor was no longer necessary, many veteran crew members regarded this change as a direct threat
to their self-image as professionals. Despite the lack of management support, these members sought to maintain a
high level of service by honoring their previous standards for emotional labor. As one manager stated: “I think that
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people that go the extra mile do so based on what they refer to as their own personal standards and not the
company’s expectations of them fundamentally. It’s their expectation of themselves” (p. 116). Going “the extra
mile”, with the emotional dissonance and fatigue that entailed, affirmed rather than threatened the valued identity
of the veteran crew members.
To be sure, going the extra mile can ultimately foster burnout (e.g., Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). Indeed, Maslach

(1982) noted that it is those individuals in the helping professions who are most dedicated to helping others—who
identify with their role—who are most at risk of burning out. That said, identification is also associated with a variety
of positive emotions and cognitions—from job satisfaction to workgroup attachment (Riketta, 2005)—that may
mitigate burnout and even replenish emotional energy. Rivera (2010) studied U.S. Border Patrol agents and found that

“…many Agents articulated that rather than causing stress, engaging in emotional identification and empathy
[with immigrants illegally crossing the border] may instead assist Agents in making sense of their work, and in
particular serves as motivation for engaging in care work and compassion.” (pp. 103-104)

Perhaps it is because of this emotional replenishment that a meta-analysis by Bono and Vey (2005) indicated that
the deep acting preferred by high-identifiers is less correlated with emotional exhaustion—the seminal dimension of
burnout—than is the surface acting eschewed (unless necessary) by high-identifiers (r = .14 vs. .36). Brotheridge and
Grandey (2002) found that surface acting was negatively associated with a sense of personal accomplishment
(another dimension of burnout when reverse-scored), whereas deep acting was positively associated. Schaubroeck
and Jones (2000) found that a positive relationship between emotional labor (i.e., demands to express positive
emotions) and physical symptoms (e.g., trouble sleeping) among weak identifiers was negated for high-identifiers.
Finally, Wilk and Moynihan (2005) found that having a supervisor emphasize interpersonal job demands was
associated with greater emotional exhaustion among low identifiers but not high-identifiers.

What about false consciousness?
We acknowledge that individuals may be coerced, seduced, or otherwise manipulated into identifying with the role and
its display rules (Jaros, 2012; Lewicki, 1981). This suggests the possibility of “false consciousness” (e.g., Rosen, 1996),
that individuals are unable to see how their willingness to accept an exploitive status quo is induced by more powerful
parties with a vested interest in perpetuating that status quo. For example, Disneyland’s intensive socialization of new-
comers to properly reflect the “Happiest Place on Earth” (VanMaanen, 1991, p. 58), Wal-Mart’s daily storewide cheer,
and the U.S. Marine Corps encouraging infantrymen to stoically endure physical pain as a sign of their personal trans-
formation (Moore, 1996), may strike a reasonable outsider as over-the-top. That said, one person’s poison may well be
another person’s passion, such that scholars need to tread carefully in pronouncing certain identifications objectionable.
We also recognize that identification is often shot through with ambivalence (Sturdy, 1998). Individuals are com-

posed of multiple personal and social identities, and the more that any one social identity lays claim to their total self,
the stronger the desire to at least occasionally step away and assert other—and perhaps even countervailing—iden-
tities. Wells (1988), for instance, describes how staff at a Girl Scout camp viewed “the initiation of campers into the
traditions and values of Scouting as a sacred trust” (p. 114). Yet the staff found the unremitting wholesomeness of
the Girl Scout identity to be a bit much at times and, behind closed doors, ridiculed the identity. It was likely because
the staff were able to ridicule the identity—to distance themselves from it—that they were then able to embrace that
identity when interacting with campers (Ashforth & Mael, 1998). In short, the fact that one voluntarily engages in
emotional labor as a means of realizing a valued identity does not preclude one from at least periodically experienc-
ing ambivalence and a need to step away from the identity.
In sum, the more that an individual views a role as reflecting a valued identity, the more willing the individual is to

engage in emotional labor in order to fulfill role expectations. Being true to the role, after all, is tantamount to being
true to oneself.
People who do not identify with their jobs, and who see a poor fit between themselves and their occupation,

are likely to find their jobs stressful and do them poorly. As the next section indicates, one reason why people

THE BRIGHT SIDE OF EMOTIONAL LABOR 757

Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 36, 749–769 (2015)
DOI: 10.1002/job



may not identify with jobs requiring high levels of emotional labor is that they may not have the right person-
ality traits for those jobs.

Person-Job Fit and Individual Differences in Performing Emotional Labor

For any type of work, person-job fit determines in large part whether people find their jobs stressful and unpleasant,
or fulfilling and beneficial to personal well-being (Kristof-Brown & Guay, 2011). For jobs requiring emotional la-
bor, trait positive and negative affect may be a key factor, and trait affect has been the most frequently studied trait
predictor of emotional labor (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2013). People high on trait negative affect tend to find a
wide variety of jobs unpleasant and unsatisfying, and they may find jobs requiring them to portray positive affect
particularly difficult because their normal tendency is to express negative emotions. Because they have trouble reg-
ulating their emotions and feeling positive emotions, people high on trait negative affect may be more prone to using
surface acting. In support, Wang et al. (2011) found in their meta-analysis that people high on trait negative affec-
tivity were more likely to use surface acting (rc = .31) and less likely to use deep acting (rc = �.08). In contrast, peo-
ple high on positive trait affectivity were less likely to use surface acting (rc = �.24) and more likely to use deep
acting (rc = .20). Kammeyer-Mueller et al. (2013) found very similar relationships in their meta-analysis.
Emotional intelligence has also been frequently studied with regard to emotional labor (e.g., Austin, Dore, &

O’Donovan, 2008; Brotheridge, 2006; Johnson & Spector, 2007). People high on emotional intelligence should
be better able to regulate their internal emotional states (Ashkanasy & Humphrey, 2011a, 2011b; Boyatzis, Brizz,
& Godwin, 2011). Thus, a meta-analysis found that emotional intelligence is related to job performance after con-
trolling for personality and cognitive intelligence (O’Boyle, Humphrey, Pollack, Hawver, & Story, 2011), and re-
views have also found it is related to leadership emergence, effective leadership behaviors, and overall leadership
effectiveness (Walter, Cole, & Humphrey, 2011). With regard to emotional labor, Wang et al. (2011) found that
emotional intelligence is negatively correlated with surface acting (rc = �.14) and positively correlated with deep
acting (rc = .31). In addition, Brotheridge (2006) found that emotional intelligence may help employees perceive sit-
uational demands that would require them to perform emotional labor. Joseph and Newman (2010) reported in a
meta-analysis that the relationship between emotional intelligence and job performance was moderated by the
amount of emotional labor required in jobs, with the relationship being stronger in high emotional labor jobs.
Scholars have also argued that extraverts, because of their preference for interacting with others, would also be

better at performing emotional labor and more likely to perform deep acting. For example, Judge, Woolf, and Hurst
(2009) found that when performing deep acting, extraverts had higher positive affect, and when performing surface
acting, introverts had higher emotional exhaustion and negative state affect. Researchers have also speculated that
people low on emotional stability (i.e., high on neuroticism) would be more likely to use surface acting and to find
emotional labor stressful. Kiffin-Petersen, Jordan, and Soutar (2011), using a wide range of occupations, found that
people low on emotional stability were more likely to use surface acting and to have high levels of emotional ex-
haustion, whereas extraverted and agreeable people used more deep acting. Meta-analysis (Wang et al., 2011) has
confirmed these findings: extraversion is positively associated with deep acting (rc = .17) and negatively associated
with surface acting (rc = �.21). Wang et al. (2011) also found that neuroticism is positively correlated with surface
acting (rc = .30) and negatively correlated with deep acting (rc = �.13).
Directly testing the notion of person-job fit, Diefendorff, Greguras, and Fleenor (2014) recently developed a mea-

sure of emotional demands-abilities (ED-A) fit, which they defined as the perceived match between the emotional
demands of a job and the person’s abilities to meet those demands. In two studies, these authors found that ED-A
fit was distinct from other measures of perceived fit (demands-abilities, needs-supplies, person-organization, per-
son-supervisor, person-group) and incrementally predicted various performance and well-being-related constructs
beyond the effects of these other aspects of fit. Further, Gabriel et al. (2015) found that ED-A fit was highest for
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the latent profile group characterized by low surface acting and low deep acting, whereas ED-A fit was lowest for the
group characterized by high surface acting and low deep acting.
As the aforementioned studies indicate, poor person-job fit may explain some of the negative findings for emo-

tional labor. People high on negative affect and neuroticism, and those low on extraversion and emotional intelli-
gence, are not a good match for jobs requiring a high level of interaction with others, especially when these jobs
require managing emotional displays. When the right people are hired and appropriately trained, emotional labor
can be beneficial for employees, organizations, and customers. Further, we noted earlier that autonomy in
performing emotional labor facilitates a sense of authenticity. Similarly, autonomy enables individuals to perform
emotional labor in a manner that matches their personalities and the context. For example, Johnson and Spector
(2007) found that autonomy alleviated the negative effects of emotional labor by moderating the relationship be-
tween emotional labor and emotional exhaustion, affective well-being, and job satisfaction.
Hiring, training, and job design (autonomy), of course, are the responsibility of management. As the next sections

indicate, poor management and leadership may also be responsible for the remainder of the negative findings regard-
ing the impact of emotional labor. In particular, organizations need to establish the right display rules and use appro-
priate leadership if they want to have effective emotional labor and customer service.

Emotional Display Rules: Are Expectations to be Pleasant Really Harmful?

As noted earlier, in customer service jobs, the display rule involves providing “service with a smile” (Diefendorff &
Richard, 2003; Schaubroeck & Jones, 2000). Research has linked the experience and expression of positive emotions
to a wide variety of positive work-related, social, and well-being outcomes (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005).
Thus, it stands to reason that environmental factors that facilitate the experience and expression of positive emotions
may have beneficial effects on individuals. As discussed, display rules represent norms for the appropriate expression
of emotion on the job (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1987), which in service occupations involve expressing positive emotions
and hiding/suppressing negative emotions. Thus, if individuals conform to these display rules by feeling more posi-
tively (i.e., deep acting), they may receive benefits directly from their own positive emotions as well as indirectly
through the positive interactions they have with others (and the positive emotions they induce in interaction partners;
Conrad &Witte, 1994; Côté, 2005). Of course, the potential harm of display rules is that these external demands may
be experienced as controlling and, according to Hochschild (1983), infringe upon the private internal experiences of
employees in a way that physical labor does not. What are the research findings on the effects of display rules?
Generally, research has found that positive display rules are associated with positive outcomes, including lower

levels of cynicism, more feelings of professional efficacy (Kim, 2008), greater job satisfaction, higher coworker rat-
ings of affective delivery (Diefendorff & Richard, 2003), and stronger feelings of personal accomplishment
(Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Zapf & Holz, 2006), although some research has linked positive display rules to
more physical symptoms (Schaubroeck & Jones, 2000), emotional exhaustion (Montgomery, Panagopolou, de
Wildt, & Meenks, 2006), and emotional dissonance (Zapf & Holz, 2006). In their meta-analysis, Kammeyer-Mueller
et al. (2013) reported that positive display rules were significantly correlated with job satisfaction (ρ = .12) and per-
formance (ρ = .16), but uncorrelated with stress/exhaustion (ρ = .00). The explanation for these effects is often that
positive display rules encourage individuals to feel positive emotions (which have a variety of benefits for the
worker) and express positive emotions (which benefits job performance and customer satisfaction, which can also
make individuals feel better about their work).
Negative display rules, which focus on expectations to not show negative emotions, have been associated with

lower job satisfaction (Diefendorff & Richard, 2003), higher reports of psychosomatic complaints and emotional
exhaustion (Montgomery et al., 2006), greater feelings of depersonalization, and lower feelings of personal ac-
complishment (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). Kammeyer-Mueller et al. (2013) reported in their meta-analysis
that negative display rules were significantly correlated with job satisfaction (ρ = �.16) and stress/exhaustion
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(ρ = .27), but non-significantly correlated with performance (ρ = .08). In contrast to positive display rules, neg-
ative display rules do not appear to have many benefits for workers. It may be that the focus on avoiding neg-
ative feelings is experienced as more controlling and encourages suppression, which experimental research has
found to be linked to a variety of cognitive (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998; Richards &
Gross, 1999, 2000), physiological (Gross, 1998), and social impairments (Butler et al., 2003), as well as resource
depletion (Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 1998).
In sum, it seems that positive display rules may benefit performance and job attitudes and are unrelated to well-

being, whereas negative display rules may harm attitudes and well-being and be unrelated to performance. It may not
be the case that requiring employees to be nice to customers is harmful, especially if the expression of positive emo-
tions is emphasized over the hiding of negative emotions (Diefendorff & Richard, 2003). We suspect that encour-
aging employees to be positive to customers is not as foreign, onerous, and controlling as it is sometimes made
out to be. Indeed, such an expectation is consistent with the norms governing a variety of interpersonal contexts
in western societies (Ekman & Friesen, 1975; Matsumoto, Yoo, Hirayama, & Petrova, 2005), so the fact that it oc-
curs in the context of paid employment may not be experienced as problematic.

Is Emotion Regulation Necessarily Harmful?

What is the meaning of low surface acting and deep acting?

Before considering whether surface or deep acting are harmful, it may be useful to ask, “compared to what?” Most
often, these strategies are measured on continuous rating scales ranging from “not at all” to “very often” or “strongly
disagree” to “strongly agree.” If a person reports low levels of surface acting and deep acting, he or she may be feel-
ing emotions that are congruent with expectations, negating the need for emotion regulation. However, if a person
reports low levels of surface acting and deep acting but is feeling negative emotions, then he or she may be “break-
ing character” (Grandey, 2003) and engaging in “emotional deviance” (Tschan, Rochat, & Zapf, 2005), which
would surely be undesirable as experiencing negative affect is associated with a variety of negative well-being out-
comes and expressing negative affect is likely to produce poor evaluations of service. In addition, expressing neg-
ative emotions to customers likely negatively impacts the feelings and behaviors of customers, which can produce
harmful effects on worker well-being (Côté, 2005). In this situation, any form of emotion regulation is likely to be
preferred to simply showing negative emotions. So when considering the effects of high versus low emotion regu-
lation, it may be beneficial to understand the alternative—displaying naturally-felt positive emotions or naturally-felt
negative emotions. The feeling and expression of unregulated negative affect are surely worse than attempts to ac-
tively hide true feelings or change how one feels about a situation.
Of course, this begs the question of whether organizations should do something about the factors that lead indi-

viduals to feel negatively (or perhaps that make customers angry and cause them to mistreat employees). Or one
could ask whether organizations should change the expectation that the “customer is always right” and that workers
should always perform “service with a smile” even in the face of incivility, aggression, and outright mistreatment at
the hands of customers. Indeed, we suspect that much of the harm of emotional labor may be in the stress of service
jobs (e.g., pace of the work, number of demands) and the mistreatment by customers, combined with the need to
appear positive in the face of these demands. Totterdell and Holman (2003) demonstrated in an experience sampling
study that having a pleasant interaction with a customer made it more likely that employees would engage in positive
refocus and perspective taking to meet the display rules (see also Diefendorff, Erickson, Grandey, & Dahling, 2011).
However, when the customer was unpleasant, individuals were more likely to fake emotions (surface act). Thus, for
both pleasant and unpleasant interactions, individuals reported engaging in some form of emotional labor, but deep
acting was aligned with pleasant customers and surface acting with unpleasant customers.
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Beyond Service Work: Leading with Emotional Labor

“Every employee is a professional boss watcher. Very few actions go unnoticed.” (Burch, Humphrey, & Batchelor,
2013, p. 5)

As the aforementioned quote from an executive indicates, employees watch their managers’ emotional expres-
sions very closely for hints of their managers’ true attitudes and intentions. Leaders’ emotional expressions can also
have a profound influence on followers’ attributions about their leaders’ motivation, abilities, intelligence, trustwor-
thiness, empathy, charisma, and overall leadership abilities (Bono & Ilies, 2006; Dasborough & Ashkanasy, 2002;
Humphrey, 1985; Kellett, Humphrey, & Sleeth, 2006; Riggio & Reichard, 2008). Scholars have explored how rhe-
torical skills (such as the use of metaphors) and the use of dynamic, action-oriented language influence perceptions
of charisma (Bligh, Kohles, & Meindl, 2004; Emrich, Brower, Feldman, & Garland, 2001; Mio, Riggio, Levin, &
Reese, 2005; Murphy & Ensher, 2008). These charismatic rhetorical flourishes work in part by creating positive af-
fect in the listeners (Bono & Ilies, 2006; Naidoo & Lord, 2008). Rhetorical flourishes work best when delivered with
matching emotional expressions, and emotional labor strategies may help leaders summon the emotions needed to
deliver their speeches with gusto.
Although most of the research on emotional labor has been on service workers, Ashforth and Humphrey

(1993) reasoned that emotional labor might be used in a wide variety of roles. In support, Mann (1997) found
that employees, both leaders and followers, communicated with each other using emotional labor tactics. Sim-
ilarly, Brotheridge and Grandey (2002) surveyed both managers and employees from a variety of industries
and found that managers reported using emotional labor as frequently as sales/service and social service
workers did.
Humphrey et al. developed a model that differentiates the type of emotional labor performed by leaders from

that performed by the three main types of service workers (Ashkanasy & Humphrey, 2011a; Humphrey, 2008,
2012; Humphrey et al., 2008). “Leading with emotional labor” is not meant to be a complete theory of leader-
ship; instead, leader emotional labor is a set of behaviors and emotion regulation tactics that can help leaders be
more charismatic and transformational (Avolio, 2011; Bass & Riggio, 2006/2007). Deep acting and genuine
emotional labor may help leaders be more authentic (Avolio & Gardner, 2005) and aid them in communicating
their life stories to others (Shamir & Eilam, 2005; Sparrowe, 2005). Emotional labor may also help create better
leader–member exchange relationships and help leaders communicate affect, loyalty, and professional respect
(three of the four dimensions of LMX; Liden & Maslyn, 1998) and prevent follower underestimation of how
they are evaluated by their leader (Cogliser, Schriesheim, Scandura, & Gardner, 2009). Brotheridge and Lee
(2008) also assign a crucial role to emotional labor/emotional regulation in their model of how leaders manage
the emotions of followers.
Emotional labor may be especially important when leaders need to handle crisis situations or frustrating problems.

At such times, leaders need to role-model hope, confidence, and optimism (Hannah & Luthans, 2008). Thus, char-
ismatic leadership may be particularly effective (Conger & Kanungo, 1987; Halverson, Murphy, & Riggio, 2004).
Emotional labor tactics, especially deep acting and genuine emotional labor, may help charismatic leaders summon
the right emotions to inspire followers (Humphrey et al., 2008). Similarly, Kiel and Watson (2009), along with
Newman, Guy, and Mastracci (2009), have convincingly shown how public service leaders use emotional labor
tactics to role-model confidence and create optimistic feelings among their followers.
Recalling our discussion of how high-identifiers may perceive a tactical need to convey a particular emotion,

General Dwight Eisenhower during WWII provides a perfect example of how leaders use emotional labor during
difficult times (Humphrey, 2013). Although he was fighting a war in which millions were dying, he resolved to
always display a cheerful and confident demeanor. He believed that putting on an optimistic display “tends to min-
imize potentialities within the individual himself to become demoralized” and that it also “has a most extraordinary
effect upon all with who he comes into contact. With this clear realization, I determined that my mannerisms and
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speech in public would always reflect the cheerful certainty of victory—that any pessimism and discouragement I
might feel would be reserved for my pillow” (Ambrose, 1990, p. 82). Eisenhower passed on these rules for
displaying confidence and optimism to his officers (i.e., he set the display rules for them) and refused to let his sub-
ordinates express defeatist, pessimistic attitudes (Axelrod, 2006).
The importance of leader emotional displays is demonstrated by Fisk and Friesen’s (2012) study. They examined

how leader emotional labor influenced the quality of leader–member exchange relationships with followers. They
concluded that “deep acting was positively associated with job satisfaction for members in low-quality exchanges,
while surface acting negatively affected participation in prosocial acts for individuals in high-quality exchanges”
(p. 1). Similarly, a study of small business owners found that owners who used genuine emotional labor to convey
positive emotions (enthusiasm and liking) had employees with higher job satisfaction and lower turnover intentions,
and had firms with higher performance (Batchelor, Humphrey, & Burch, 2012).
Gardner et al. theorized that the effectiveness of leader authenticity depends partly upon whether leaders’ emo-

tional displays are consistent with social norms and expectations (Gardner, Fischer, & Hunt, 2009; Hunt, Gardner,
& Fischer, 2008). For example, a leader who overreacts to a minor mistake by shouting and displaying extreme an-
ger might be seen as expressing his or her true self, but would not be seen as a good leader. As defined by Ashforth
and Humphrey (1993), a genuine emotional display is only considered “emotional labor” if it complies with orga-
nizational display rules and societal expectations. When a leader’s naturally occurring emotions are not appropriate,
even surface acting is preferable to expressing the inappropriate emotions. Inappropriate negative displays can cre-
ate emotional contagion and a “chain reaction” of bad feelings on down the line, as the following example
illustrates:

“One leader told a story about a director who was informed by the CEO that his team was underperforming. The
meeting undoubtedly created a negative emotion for the director, who marched straight back to the office and
called in the worst performing business development officer. The director had been planning on having a detailed
discussion with this officer, but now was the time to ‘pick a fight,’ since the negative emotion was already present.
A chain reaction of collateral damage encounters continued for hours.” (Burch et al., 2013, p. 5)

In contrast, the following example shows how a leader handled a crisis in a manner that inspired his employees to
face the crisis with confidence:

“One executive relayed a story about he and his top level executives, who were at a corporate offsite celebrating
the release of their new product. During the celebration the leader received a phone call from the corporate lawyer,
so he excused himself from the festivities around the fire pit. The company was being sued, and their new product
would be significantly delayed to market. Financial ruin was a real possibility. The CEO walked back outside
where his vice presidents were gathered, relayed the details of the phone call, lifted a glass, and toasted the mo-
ment ‘that would define the organization.’ The emotional tide immediately turned from despair to determination.
This emotional display motivated all of those around the fire pit, and every executive relayed the story to his or her
employees the next morning. Each retelling created a chain reaction, where the CEO’s emotions were transferred
from one employee to another. Every member in the company embraced the lawsuit as a challenge that would
define the company.” (Burch et al., 2013, p. 5)

A recently edited book by Iszatt-White (2012) entitled Leadership as Emotional Labour: Management and the
“Managed Heart” testifies to the growing popularity of studying leader emotional labor. In addition, studies in re-
lated areas also suggest the utility of expanding emotional labor research beyond service employees. For instance, a
study of university professors found that genuine positive emotional expression was positively related to job satis-
faction and affective commitment, and negatively related to emotional exhaustion (Mahoney, Buboltz, Buckner, &
Doverspike, 2011). Overall, the evidence is pretty clear that there is a bright side to leader emotional labor, and that
emotional labor is useful in a wide variety of occupations.
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Conclusion

We agree that there is a dark side to emotional labor (Grandey et al., in press), and we have carried out research
ourselves that has documented some of the harmful effects. However, we believe that much of the harm attrib-
uted to emotional labor is actually due to the inappropriate use of one particular type of emotional labor strategy,
surface acting (and even this form of emotional labor does not harm overall job performance). Indeed, the other
forms of emotional labor have positive effects on both well-being and job performance. As Kammeyer-Mueller
et al. (2013) concluded in their meta-analysis, “Results were consistent with the perspective that surface acting
emotion regulation strategies have a pattern of negative relationships with work outcomes of job satisfaction and
stress/exhaustion (but not with job performance), whereas deep acting emotion regulation strategies have a pat-
tern of positive relationships with all of these work outcomes” (p. 47). Moreover, even surface acting may not
be harmful when people are “faking in good faith”—that is, surface acting in a way consistent with their social
or personal identities.
What is truly remarkable is that the evidence in support of the bright side emerged despite the negative focus of

the early theories of emotional labor. This is a testament to the scientific method and the integrity of the researchers
who objectively reported their findings. A focus on the bright side of emotional labor can open the field to a wide
range of research opportunities. For example:

1. Instead of focusing on stress and emotional exhaustion, researchers could take a positive psychology approach
and examine the personality factors, attitudes, contextual factors, and interactional dynamics that enable service
workers to stay motivated and provide outstanding service. Regarding personality, for instance, researchers could
focus on hope, confidence, optimism, and other positive personality variables instead of on, say, neuroticism.

2. Similarly, given the various positive effects of emotional labor that we documented, researchers could focus on exem-
plary service workers to gain a better sense of how they are able to perform emotional labor in a manner than simul-
taneously enhances personal, customer, and organizational outcomes—while minimizing dysfunctional outcomes.

3. The research that has been carried out on natural and genuine emotional labor has been supportive, but more
research needs to be accomplished on the genesis and dynamics of this more positive form of emotional labor,
and researchers should start routinely including it in their studies of emotional labor.

4. Researchers could study how organizations like Zappos and The Container Store use positive affective events to
motivate their employees to provide outstanding service in ostensibly routinized jobs while making the list of
Best Places to Work For.

5. Given the important role that personal and social identities play in the emotional labor process, research should
focus on ways to enhance service-relevant identities and make them more salient in an ongoing manner.

6. Research shows that positive display rules work much better than negative ones. Are there certain positive dis-
play rules that are particularly effective and that could be underscored in service settings and, conversely, certain
negative rules that should be avoided if possible?

7. The extension of emotional labor to leadership opens a wide range of research opportunities. For example, Humphrey
(2012) has called for more research on how “emotional labor is related to (i) leadership styles, (ii) leader and subor-
dinate stress and well-being, (iii) leader authenticity and character, and (iv) leader effectiveness” (p. 740).

8. There is also considerable opportunity to examine emotional labor using a multi-level approach (Ashkanasy &
Humphrey, 2011a). Most research has focused on within-person processes (e.g., the regulation of one’s internal
feelings), on between-person differences in the ability to perform emotional labor, or on dyadic interpersonal pro-
cesses between two people (e.g., service provider and customer). Considerably, more research needs to be carried
out on the group and team levels (see Diefendorff et al., 2011, for an example), organizational level, and the in-
terplay across all these levels.

9. Finally, consistent with the literature, much of our review focused on frontline service workers. However, virtu-
ally every position in a given organization entails display rules and thus emotional labor. To what extent do the
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positive dynamics described here—and the negative dynamics described more thoroughly elsewhere (Grandey
et al., in press)—generalize to various occupations, functional units, hierarchical levels, and industries?

In sum, the future is bright with regard to research opportunities on the positive side of emotional labor. Our re-
view illustrates that the detrimental effects attributed to emotional labor are largely the consequence of a poor per-
son-job fit that leads to a less optimal emotional labor profile (i.e., high use of surface acting and low deep acting).
When people identify with their roles and have a good person-job fit, the use of deep acting and even surface acting
may affirm and reinforce their sense of authenticity and role identity. Employees who are high on extraversion and
emotional intelligence and low on negative affect and neuroticism may be a particularly good match for jobs that
entail emotional labor. Organizations also need to do their part in promoting effective emotional labor by granting
employees sufficient autonomy and by focusing on positive display rules. Leaders’ emotional displays are particu-
larly contagious to their followers, and leaders need to use emotional labor tactics to motivate their followers, role-
model the right emotional displays, and to create positive affective climates that make performing emotional labor
easier for followers. When properly performed and managed, emotional labor can improve employee well-being,
customer satisfaction, and overall organizational effectiveness.
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