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Abstract
Our understanding of emotional labor, while conceptually and empirically substantial, is normatively impoverished: very little 
has been said or written expressly about its ethical dimensions or ramifications. Emotional labor refers to efforts undertaken 
by employees to make their private feelings and/or public emotion displays consistent with job and organizational require-
ments. We formally define emotional labor, briefly summarize research in organizational behavior and social psychology on 
the causes and consequences of emotional labor, and present a normative analysis of its moral limits focused on conditional 
rights and duties of employers and employees. Our focus is on three points of conflict involving rights and duties as they 
apply to the performance of emotional labor: when employees’ and organizations’ rights conflict, when employees’ rights 
conflict with their duties, and when organizations’ rights conflict with their duties. We discuss implications for future inquiry 
as well as managerial practice.
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Introduction

Emotional aspects of work life have drawn research attention 
in management, organizational behavior, industrial/organi-
zational psychology, and the sociology of work for decades. 
A seminal early contribution was Hochschild’s (1983) path-
breaking ethnography of flight attendants, which shed light 
both empirically and theoretically on how people at work 
engage in “emotional labor”—the regulation of feelings 
and emotion displays in order to comport with employer 
expectations, rules, and job requirements. Considered with 
justification to be “the starting point for modern research 
on emotion in organizations” (Fisher and Ashkanasy 2000, 

p. 123), Hochschild’s book catalyzed wide scholarly recog-
nition that the emotional life of workers has rising signifi-
cance in economies relying increasingly on service-oriented 
jobs and occupations. In this article we consider the ethical 
dimensions and moral limits of emotional labor as it relates 
to the relationship between employees and organizations.

In the decades since Hochschild coined the term, con-
ceptual and empirical research on emotional labor has flour-
ished, mainly in the organizational behavior, applied social 
psychology, and human resource management literatures 
(for recent reviews see Grandey et al. 2013a; Grandey and 
Gabriel 2015; Wharton 2009). Numerous studies have shed 
light on variations in forms of emotional labor (e.g., Gabriel 
et al. 2015), on individual and contextual antecedents (e.g., 
Diefendorff et al. 2005), on physical (e.g., Chau et al. 2009; 
Schaubroeck and Jones 2000), psychological (e.g., Scott and 
Barnes 2011), behavioral (Grant 2013), and organizational 
(e.g., Wang and Groth 2014) consequences, and on modera-
tors that amplify (e.g., Biron and van Veldhoven 2012) or 
suppress (e.g., Grandey et al. 2012) their effects on personal 
and organizational outcomes. Sociological work on emo-
tional labor has yielded further insight into the structure of 
organizations within which jobs reliant on emotional labor 
are embedded (Wharton 2009). Emotional labor has been 
explored within a number of specific occupational contexts, 
including nursing (e.g., Lopez 2006), tourism (e.g.., Guerrier 
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and Adib 2003), sales (e.g., Humphrey and Ashforth 2000), 
law (e.g., Lively 2002), media (Hesmondhalgh and Baker 
2008), public administration (e.g., Guy et al. 2008), border 
enforcement (Rivera 2015), art (Davidson and Poor 2015), 
and even prostitution (e.g., Kong 2006). As a result of this 
copious and growing body of work, we know quite a bit 
about who engages in emotional labor, when and why they 
do so, and how it affects them and their organizations.

However, our understanding of emotional labor, while 
conceptually and empirically substantial, is norma-
tively impoverished: very little has been said or written 
expressly about its ethical dimensions or ramifications for 
the employee–employer relationship. Yet anecdotes from 
the world of practice reveal that ethics are certainly impli-
cated in how firms manage emotional labor. To cite a recent 
example, unfair-labor-practice charges brought against a 
well-known U.S. grocery chain included the allegation that 
a longtime employee “was repeatedly reprimanded because 
managers judged his smile and demeanor to be insufficiently 
‘genuine’” (Schreiber 2016).

A small number of papers have considered the intersec-
tion of ethics and emotional labor. Smith and Lorentzon 
(2005), writing on nursing ethics, called into question the 
appropriateness of caregivers’ enactments of inauthentic 
emotions for patients’ benefit. Analyzing the example of 
Muslim women in Islamic societies, Syed (2008) discussed 
how workers in emotional roles may find themselves acting 
in conflict with their religious identities and thus with their 
personal moral values. In the organizational behavior litera-
ture, some analyses of emotional labor contemplate potential 
ethical issues indirectly by attending to the role of various 
attributes of individuals and their emotional behavior that 
may bear implications for their broader moral character; 
notable examples include questions of autonomy (Grandey 
and Diamond 2010), authenticity (Gardner et al. 2009), 
deception (Provis 2001), and emotional intelligence (Kilduff 
et al. 2010) when individuals engage in emotion displays. 
A more direct connection between ethics and emotional 
labor was drawn in an essay by Humphrey (2012, p. 743), 
who surmised that leaders engaging in emotional labor to 
express emotions not actually felt “may not be demonstrat-
ing an ethical character” (a sentiment previously explored 
by Provis 2001).

An explicit call for normative inquiry into emotional 
labor came from Fulmer and Barry (2009), who noted a 
dearth of scholarship on the moral duties of employers to 
workers who engage in emotional labor on the employers’ 
behalf, and on the ethics of employers using employees 
as instruments for exercising influence over customers 
in order to fulfill the organization’s objectives. Fulmer 
and Barry argued that the contours of emotional labor in 
particular could be assessed using either consequential-
ist or deontological lenses, and called for more thorough 

normative analysis. Grandey et al. (2015, p. 770) answered 
that call in part in an essay on what they labeled “the dark 
side of emotional labor.” Although not explicitly refer-
encing frameworks of moral philosophy, Grandey et al. 
mount a normative case for the proposition that “formal 
emotional display requirements represent an unethical 
business practice” (p. 773). They make their case partly 
on consequentialist grounds, arguing that the benefits of 
emotional labor do not outweigh the costs, and partly on 
deontological grounds, arguing that emotional labor vio-
lates fair pay practices and compromises dignity.

We answer the call for normative inquiry in a differ-
ent way, offering a grounded deontological analysis and 
assessment of the moral terms and limits of emotional 
labor. We will advance normative claims about the rights 
and duties of both employees and employers that define its 
moral boundaries, and develop a series of arguments about 
the ethical conflicts involving employees and employers 
that arise in employment involving significant amounts 
of emotional labor. Specifically, we will first argue for the 
importance of the rights to cultivate autonomy and pursue 
well-being and the duties of fidelity and non-maleficence 
for both employees and organizations in the context of 
emotional labor. Then, working under the premise that 
these rights and duties are conditional, we will draw on 
social contract theory to propose principled arguments for 
establishing relative precedence between rights and duties 
when conflicts between them arise. These arguments thus 
provide a normative basis for discerning appropriate indi-
vidual and organizational actions with respect to emotional 
labor. In addition to meeting a need for concerted atten-
tion to the intersection of ethics and emotional labor, we 
also view this effort as a response to Greenwood’s (2013) 
call for more scholarly analyses of human resource man-
agement issues and practices through explicit ethical 
perspectives.

The paper from here is organized as follows. First, we 
define emotional labor more formally and present a brief 
synthesis of what extensive research in organizational behav-
ior and social psychology has revealed about its implica-
tions for individuals and organizations. Second, we develop 
our approach to a normative analysis of the moral limits 
of emotional labor, focusing in particular on conditional 
rights and duties of employees and organizations in relation 
to one another. Third, we discuss the moral limits of emo-
tional labor in terms of conflicts between these conditional 
rights and duties at three points of contact: (a) conflicts 
between employee rights and organization rights; (b) con-
flicts between employee rights and employee duties; and (c) 
conflicts between organizational rights and organizational 
duties. A fourth and concluding section of the paper con-
siders some future directions for inquiry and offers a few 
implications for managerial practice.
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Background on Emotional Labor

Defining Terms

Originally defined as “the management of feeling to create 
a publicly observable facial and bodily display” (Hochs-
child 1983, p. 7), emotional labor in early work referred 
to the efforts undertaken by employees to make their pri-
vate feelings and/or public emotional displays consistent 
with job and organizational requirements. By emotions we 
mean discrete affective events that are typically directed 
at a specific target and are shorter in duration and more 
intense than moods, which are more diffuse affective states 
of lower intensity and without a specific target (Frijda 
1994). According to Hochschild’s original formulation, 
which arose from a qualitative study of flight attendants 
and bill collectors, emotional labor refers specifically to 
such efforts undertaken in exchange for wages or other 
forms of compensation, for example the increased tips that 
a restaurant server might earn by smiling and joking with 
customers. Hochschild uses the terms emotion work and 
emotion management to describe similar efforts under-
taken for private or personal reasons rather than specifi-
cally for wage compensation. We extend this definition of 
emotional labor to include emotional efforts performed to 
fulfill perceived or explicit individual work-related moti-
vations or expectations that serve organizational goals. 
Accordingly, we include in the ambit of emotional labor 
actions motivated by wage incentives (e.g., gratuities or 
sales commissions) along with efforts that further mon-
etary and non-monetary individual or organizational goals 
(e.g., performance evaluations, customer retention, and 
myriad others). The performance of emotional labor by 
an individual is widely understood to take two main forms: 
surface acting, in which the individual displays emotions 
he or she is not actually experiencing and is not attempting 
to feel, while suppressing the display of felt emotions; and 
deep acting, in which the individual deliberately strives 
to summon the target emotion and then allows that felt 
emotion to guide outward expression (Hochschild 1983; 
Humphrey 2012).

An important, and related, distinction is between emo-
tion regulation (Gross 1998) and emotional labor. Like 
emotional labor, emotion regulation refers to the con-
trol and expression of emotions. Emotional labor goes 
beyond the simple modification of feelings or expressions 
to highlight the role of emotion performance—the dis-
play of expressions—that is in the service of job-based 
emotion requirements (Grandey and Gabriel 2015). Thus 
emotional labor is both a broader umbrella term and one 
more specific to the workplace; emotional labor necessar-
ily involves the performance of emotions required by one’s 

job, above and beyond emotion regulation alone. Emo-
tion regulation, a more basic concept that relates broadly 
to social interactions across domains, captures many of 
the day-to-day experiences in which individuals generate 
socially appropriate emotions and suppress socially unac-
ceptable emotions. For example, we use emotion regula-
tion when we politely greet co-workers whom we dislike, 
when we suppress tears until we are in a private space, or 
when we remain neutral in the face of attitudes that we 
find objectionable.

In the decades and hundreds of papers on the subject 
that have ensued, our understanding of emotional labor 
has broadened to include a wider set of phenomena than 
simply the discrete emotional expression of an individual 
service worker chasing gratuities or sales commissions. For 
instance, as Kilduff et al. (2010, p. 132) observe, emotional 
labor can be viewed not just as emotion work explicitly 
required by the job itself, but also more broadly as encom-
passing conscious efforts by employees to “manage emo-
tions in the service of the self” at work. This could be some-
thing as simple as a casual smile or compliment designed to 
smooth an interaction or maintain workplace cordiality, or 
something more complex in the domain of conflict manage-
ment, such as a boss assuming a particular emotional tone 
in order to mediate a disagreement between subordinates, 
or a teacher calibrating emotion to regain control over an 
agitated or rambunctious classroom. It can be said, then, 
that emotional labor.

covers a broad swath of emotional actions on the part of 
employees as long as that action is performed in service of 
the job.

To summarize, and following Grandey and colleagues 
(Grandey et al. 2013b; Grandey and Gabriel 2015), we treat 
emotional labor as an umbrella construct comprised of three 
interrelated facets: (a) emotional requirements of the job 
and/or organization, (b) voluntary intrapsychic efforts to 
manage one’s own emotions at work (basic emotion regula-
tion), and (c) the performance or behavioral display of emo-
tion (which may or may not be effortful).

A Brief Review of Emotional Labor Research

Cognizant that this topic and research field may be rela-
tively unfamiliar to many readers of this journal, we speak 
briefly to key findings about the impact that emotional 
labor has on employee and organizational well-being. 
It is not our goal to provide a comprehensive literature 
review in this section. Rather, it is our intention to dem-
onstrate that engaging in emotional labor can harm both 
individuals and organizations. We note, however, that the 
extensive literature on emotional labor encompasses both 
a wide variety of occupations and a range of method-
ologies. Following Hochschild’s initial studies of flight 
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attendants and bill collectors, researchers have investi-
gated the consequences of emotional labor in occupations 
as diverse as call center workers, bus drivers, cheerleading 
coaches, nurses, hospitality workers, sex workers, casino 
employees, and paralegals, among others. In addition to 
field studies using cross-sectional surveys, time-lagged 
surveys and event sampling methodologies, researchers 
have tested the impact of emotional labor in laboratory 
settings. As summarized in Table 1, our selective review 
draws on research across these methodologies. With the 
exception of cross-sectional surveys, these methodolo-
gies allow researchers to demonstrate causal relationships 
between emotional labor and its consequences, which we 
summarize below.

We note in particular that emotional labor makes a 
unique contribution to at least one outcome, the experience 
of work stress (burnout; e.g. Brotheridge and Grandey 
2002; Näring et al. 2006; Zapf et al. 2001), with com-
parable effect sizes to the impact of other predictors of 
work stress. Specifically, in terms of effect sizes, we pro-
vide a comparison of the average corrected correlations 
for emotional labor and other predictors of burnout and 
other organizational outcomes based on two meta-analyses 
(Alarcon 2011; Hülsheger and Schewe 2011) in Table 2.

Consequences of Emotional Labor

Both employees and organizations experience significant 
negative consequences when employees engage in surface 
acting. The most consistently demonstrated effect of sur-
face acting is on employees’ levels of burnout, a form of 
work stress characterized by emotional exhaustion, deper-
sonalization, and perceived lack of personal accomplish-
ment (Maslach and Jackson 1986). Specifically, research 
shows that when employees suppress displays of nega-
tive emotions, emotional exhaustion and depersonaliza-
tion increase, and feelings of personal accomplishment 
decrease (Biron and van Veldhoven 2012; Goodwin et al. 
2011; Judge et al. 2009; Pugh et al. 2011). Further, two 
meta-analyses establish that surface acting is associated 
with higher emotional exhaustion and depersonalization 
than deep acting (Hülsheger and Schewe 2011; Kammeyer-
Mueller et al. 2013). Surface acting also harms organiza-
tions. For example, high levels of surface acting increase 
absenteeism, particularly for individuals who are not con-
fident in their surface acting ability (Nguyen et al. 2016). 
Surface acting also increases work withdrawal, especially 
when surface acting demands are not consistent over 
a work day (Scott and Barnes 2011; Scott et al. 2012). 

Table 1  Methodologies in emotional labor research

Design Method Examples

Cross-sectional design Survey Bhave and Glomb (2009), Brotheridge and Grandey (2002), Dieffendorf and 
Richard (2003), Grandey (2003), Judge et al. (2009), Näring et al. (2006), 
Pugh et al. (2011), Schaubroeck and Jones (2000), Yanchus et al. (2010), 
Zapf et al. (2001)

Longitudinal design Survey, diary study, experience sampling Beal et al. (2006), Bechtoldt et al. (2011), Nguyen et al. (2016), Scott and 
Barnes (2011), Scott et al. (2012)

Time-lagged design Diary study, experience sampling, survey Biron and van Veldhoven (2012), Chau et al. (2009), Goodwin et al. (2011), 
Trougakos et al. (2008)

Other Interview, observational, experimental Cohen (2010), Hennig-Thurau et al. (2006), Lively (2002), Lopez (2006)

Table 2  Comparative effect 
sizes (ρ) for predictors of 
burnout and organizational 
outcomes

Emotional exhaustion Depersonalization Personal accom-
plishment

Alarcon (2011)
 Role conflict 0.32 0.31 − 0.31
 Role ambiguity 0.53 0.40 − 0.18

Hühlsheger and Shewe (2011)
 Surface acting 0.34 0.48 − 0.95
 Deep acting 0.09 0.05 0.27

Job satisfaction Organizational attachment Task performance

Surface acting − 0.23 − 0.31 − 0.15
Deep acting 0.54 0.09 − 0.01



An Ethical Analysis of Emotional Labor  

1 3

Finally, surface acting decreases employees’ levels of work 
engagement (Bechtoldt et al. 2011; Chau et al. 2009; Good-
win et al. 2011). Overall, surface acting results in nega-
tive physical and mental health outcomes for individuals 
(Maslach et al. 2001), and—by reducing job satisfaction 
and organizational commitment (Hülsheger and Schewe 
2011; Kammeyer-Mueller et al. 2013; see Table 2)—also 
leads to negative organizational outcomes.

In contrast, employees and organizations benefit from 
deep acting. For employees, engaging in deep acting 
increases the sense of personal accomplishment (Hülsheger 
and Schewe 2011; Kammeyer-Mueller et al. 2013). Organi-
zations benefit from increased work engagement, increased 
job satisfaction and job performance, and lower turnover 
intentions and actual turnover when employees engage in 
deep acting (Bechtoldt et al. 2011; Chau et al. 2009; Good-
win et al. 2011; Hülsheger and Schewe 2011; Kammeyer-
Mueller et al. 2013; Scott and Barnes 2011).

In general, the harm associated with surface acting and 
the benefits of deep acting suggest that organizations should 
require deep acting and that employees should engage in 
deep acting. However, as we will discuss below in when we 
take up conflicts between rights and duties, organizations 
may require or employees may choose to engage in sur-
face acting for a variety of reasons. Moreover, despite role 
requirements to engage in emotional labor, employees may 
find ways to achieve organizational goals such as customer 
satisfaction through means other than emotional labor. Con-
sequently, our ethical analysis considers the moral dilemmas 
associated with requiring or performing both deep and sur-
face acting, as well as opting not to perform emotional labor.

Moderating Factors

The negative consequences of surface acting can be miti-
gated by certain individual characteristics. Surface acting 
is less likely to result in emotional exhaustion for extraverts, 
who report less negative affect than introverts when they 
engage in surface acting, and more positive affect than intro-
verts when they engage in deep acting (Judge et al. 2009). 
Individuals’ ability to monitor and adapt to the socio-emo-
tional context can also help buffer them against the nega-
tive consequences of emotional labor: individuals who are 
readily able to adapt to the social context or who have high 
emotional intelligence report fewer negative effects of sur-
face acting compared to less adaptable or emotionally intel-
ligent individuals (Beal et al. 2006; Bechtoldt et al. 2011; 
Schaubroeck and Jones 2000; Scott et al. 2012; Yanchus 
et al. 2010). Finally, the negative effects of surface acting 
can be mitigated if employees are confident in their ability 
to surface act, but are heightened if employees value the 
authentic expression of emotion (Biron and van Veldhoven 

2012; Brotheridge and Grandey 2002; Goodwin et al. 2011; 
Pugh et al. 2011).

Organizational and job characteristics also moderate 
the effects of emotional labor on laborers. For example, an 
organizational culture that enables employees to talk openly 
about the demands of emotional labor or that supports the 
expression of authentic emotions can mitigate the negative 
consequences of surface acting on employees, as can work 
schedules that allow regular breaks for recuperation (Dief-
fendorf and Richard 2003; Grandey et al. 2012; Lively 2002; 
Lopez 2006; Trougakos et al. 2008).

There is some evidence that compensation decreases as 
the emotional labor associated with a job increases (Bhave 
and Glomb 2009; Glomb et al. 2004). On the other hand, 
employees who benefit financially from emotional labor are 
more willing to express positive emotions (e.g., black jack 
dealers; Sallaz 2002) and to engage in deep acting (e.g., 
self-employed hairdressers; Cohen 2010). Thus, similar 
to rewarding employees for completing other types of job 
demands, linking compensation positively to emotional 
labor performance may be one way to encourage emotional 
labor that benefits the organization.

Summary

On balance, although all types of labor, including emo-
tional labor, involve both costs and benefits, research sug-
gests that surface acting is more harmful than deep acting 
to both employees and their organizations. These costs 
cannot be ignored in an ethical examination of emotional 
labor. Grandey (2015, p. 56), in her overview of emotional 
labor research, suggests that “…management cannot simply 
demand ‘service with a smile’ as the effort to put on the 
smile may, ironically, have costs to the person and their per-
formance.” On the other hand, although deep acting may not 
always deliver direct benefits to employees, it does deliver 
benefits to employers and customers, and it appears be less 
harmful than surface acting for employees. The identification 
of moderators also suggests specific strategies—recruitment 
and selection, training, compensation, work structure, and 
rethinking organizational culture—that can be implemented 
to reduce the relatively higher negative impact of surface 
versus deep acting (e.g., Grandey 2015). With these findings 
in mind, we turn next to a discussion of the rights and duties 
of employees and employers that underlie the performance 
of and regulation of emotional labor, and, subsequently, to 
our analysis of how the ethical dilemma of emotional labor 
may be located in conflicts between these rights and duties. 
(Although much as been written about ways that the terms 
duty and obligation overlap yet can be distinguished [e.g., 
Brandt 1964], for simplicity here we follow Zimmerman 
[2013] and use the term duty.)
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Rights and Obligations in Relation 
to Emotional Labor

The substantial body of extant empirical research on emo-
tional labor—represented only in small part by the fore-
going synopsis of findings regarding its impact—demon-
strates that the influence of emotional labor on the health 
and success of individuals and organizations is complex 
and variable, subject to a stew of contingencies related 
to the type of emotional work involved, workplace and 
job-related arrangements, and attributes of both those who 
perform and those who are on the receiving end of emo-
tional labor. With this complexity in mind, we explore the 
moral implications of emotional labor, and the circum-
stances under which its regulation (by firms) or its perfor-
mance (by employees) may cross ethical lines, through an 
analysis of particular rights inhering in workers and firms 
connected through an employment relationship, as well 
as fundamental moral duties they owe to one another. In 
this section we identify rights and duties that come into 
play (and perhaps into conflict) when emotional labor is 
performed and regulated. We focus our attention on two 
particular rights and two particular duties, outlining for 
each its relevance to workplace contexts featuring emo-
tional labor. We regard these rights and duties as condi-
tional or pro tanto rather than absolute (Frederick 2014); 
we will have more to say about this below. Then in the next 
major section of the paper we discuss prospective conflicts 
among these rights and duties; that is, situations in which 
rights and duties are incongruous or misaligned and thus 
lead to ambiguity in terms of the best course of action for 
employees, organizations, or both.

Rights

By rights we do not mean legal or contractual rights, but 
rather moral rights in the sense discussed by Green (Har-
ris and Morrow 1986) and Ross (1930/1988)—rights that 
arise from and through the presence of moral agents as a 
way to shape their own preferences and define the duties 
they have to one another. In the analysis to come we have 
in mind rights carried into an employment arrangement 
yet that have the quality of being limited by duties that 
the employment relationship imposes. The two specific 
rights that we focus on are the right to cultivate auton-
omy and the right to pursue well-being. It is important 
to say here that autonomy and well-being are not them-
selves rights: autonomy and well-being are not states that 
individuals can claim a right to experience. They exist, 
rather, in the domain of values—conditions that a per-
son regards as intrinsically desirable (Harsanyi 1997). 

In moral philosophy values form a “normative basis for 
action” (Audi 1997, p. 136) through delineation of goals 
or objectives toward which action is directed (Ellis 2008). 
In social psychology their function is similar: values per-
tain to desired end states that cross situations and guide 
behavioral choices (Schwartz and Bilsky 1987). In this 
sense, living autonomously and experiencing well-being 
are prudential values that pertain to making “life good 
simply for the person living it” (Griffin 1996, p. 19). How-
ever, for simplicity, we refer to autonomy and well-being 
as “rights” in this and the following sections.

Autonomy

In contemporary ethics, autonomy encompasses the capac-
ity “to make reasoned choices about how to live one’s life” 
(McCall 2001, p. 203) without undue interference from 
others (Hill 2015, p. 24). Joanne Ciulla puts autonomy at 
the center of an understanding of the nature of work that is 
meaningful:

Employees throughout the ages have struggled to 
maintain their autonomy and dignity at work. The prin-
ciple of freedom is at the heart of this relationship and 
fundamental to how we think about work—freedom to 
work, freedom at work, and I will add freedom from 
work (Ciulla 2012, p. 118, emphasis in original).

In Kantian terms, autonomy means the ability to act in 
concert with one’s ends and principles as a rational agent 
(Kant [4:440] 1785/1997, p. 47), but also to act freely in a 
negative sense, that is, “independently of alien causes deter-
mining it” ([4:445], p. 52). It is important to state here that 
we do not limit our analysis to a strictly Kantian treatment 
of positive autonomy in that we do not limit its application 
to the manifestation of universal law (“the property of the 
will by which it is a law to itself”; Kant [4:440] 1785/1997, 
p. 47). With respect to the negative sense of autonomy, so-
called alien causes might include not just the dictates or 
preferences of external forces or authorities (Timmermann 
2007), but also the individual’s own heteronomous desires. 
In addition to providing decisional control over one’s 
actions, the pursuit of autonomy can also be thought of as 
affording individuals decisional privacy regarding their own 
fortunes and futures (Wilson 2007).

A right to cultivate autonomy comes into play both for 
the individual who performs emotional labor (e.g., in the 
form of discretion about how to comport oneself at work) 
and for the employing organization (e.g., in the form of dis-
cretion about how to arrange the conditions of work). For 
an individual, this means retaining substantial discretion to 
choose whether to regulate and/or display certain emotions 
in any given interaction. This discretion is underpinned by 
the right to make an informed choice about whether or not to 
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regulate emotions based on knowledge and rational analysis 
of likely costs and benefits, independently of alien causes. 
For instance, as we know from empirical research, regulating 
felt and/or displayed emotions depletes employee resources 
(i.e., mental energy) and can lead to burnout and a sense of 
depersonalization (e.g., Brotheridge and Lee 2002). Feel-
ing these effects from past emotional labor efforts may, in 
turn, diminish the employee’s ability to make an autonomous 
and informed choice to engage in emotion regulation and 
display going forward (e.g., if burnout leads to increased 
temporal discounting bias, Critchfield and Kollins 2001, 
or other detrimental heteronomous desires), particularly if 
emotional labor is explicitly required by the organization and 
the employee encounters external pressure to engage in it. 
This example is meant merely to illustrate the influence of 
external and heteronomous alien causes; we will have much 
more to say below about factors of work involving emotional 
labor that are in tension with and constrain (arguably, via 
due interference) the right to autonomy.

For the employer, a right to enhance or maintain auton-
omy implies that the organization is deserving of substantial 
(though not unlimited, owing to legal and regulatory impera-
tives) deference to preferences for particular practices and 
policies of employment—including emotion regulation and 
displays as a condition of work. Organizations thus have the 
prerogative to structure work in a way that elicits desired 
outcomes (e.g., generating profits) by providing levels of 
service desired by customers, or that directs employee labor 
(including emotional labor) to pursue whatever other stake-
holder interests or objectives those who govern the organiza-
tion may freely wish to prioritize. In making choices about 
display rules specifically or the need for emotional labor 
generally, that autonomy right confers on employers some 
latitude to encourage (and perhaps even require, as due inter-
ference) deep versus surface acting on the part of employees 
in roles where emotional labor serves organizational goals.

Well‑being

Raz (1986) provides a cogent and succinct definition of well-
being as a prudential value: well-being is the presence of 
happiness or good or success in one’s own life from one’s 
own point of view, possibly achieved through the deliber-
ate fulfillment of chosen goals, but also perhaps realized 
through serendipitous pursuits. Relatedly, the source of a 
right to pursue one’s own well-being in Kantian thought 
is found in the treatment of happiness—an amalgam of 
well-being, health, wealth, and satisfaction (Kant [4:393] 
1785/1997, p. 7)—as an end endemic to rational beings, a 
desire for which “that they not merely could have but that 
we can safely presuppose they all actually do have” (Kant 
[4:415] 1785/1997, p. 26). While happiness cannot itself be 
regarded as a moral imperative, the satisfaction that comes 

with being a moral agent and acting virtuously “is a con-
dition for happiness and so links happiness and morality” 
(Wike 1994, p. 16). Pursuing one’s individual conception of 
happiness or fulfillment is what we mean by well-being here. 
We grant, though, that it can be challenging to disentangle 
well-being from autonomy given that well-being as we dis-
cuss it here (i.e., from an individual’s own point of view) 
also implies a present or future freely chosen.

For an employee, a right to well-being stands in relation 
to the firm’s ability to inhibit it through the choices it makes 
about the nature of work. Bowie argues that work should 
afford employees “the ability to pursue happiness in accord-
ance with their own desires” (1998, p. 1087). One manifesta-
tion of the right to well-being in relation to emotional labor 
is the individual’s right to a safe (harm-free) workplace that, 
for instance, minimizes psychological harms such as the 
burnout associated with surface acting (e.g., Biron and van 
Veldhoven 2012; Brotheridge and Grandey 2002; Goodwin 
et al. 2011; Judge et al. 2009; Pugh et al. 2011). Harm-avoid-
ance aside, the right to well-being also implies prerogatives 
to gain benefit, for example by performing emotion displays 
with customers in such a way as to further one’s own psy-
chological (e.g., job satisfaction) or economic (e.g., pecuni-
ary rewards) outcomes. For example, an individual may wish 
to maximize remunerative commissions in customer interac-
tion through surface acting, as even perfunctory emotional 
displays can have positive effects on customers (as long as 
they are not detected and interpreted as such; see Groth et al. 
2009) and are less effortful than deep acting. On the other 
hand, employees may also elicit appreciation from customers 
through deep acting (Zhan et al. 2016), which may, in turn, 
reciprocally increase employees’ own felt positive emotions 
even further. Thus, an interesting tradeoff emerges for the 
employee with respect to surface acting: the risk of harm 
weighed against the potential payoff. The right to well-being 
grants the employee the discretion to make that choice.

On the employer side of the ledger, a firm is entitled to 
pursue and preserve forms of what can be considered institu-
tional well-being (the ends) that are instantiated by the par-
ticular goals that define its mission and strategy. This might 
involve, for instance, the goal of generating growth or profit 
or other outcomes (e.g., customer and stakeholder loyalty) 
that facilitate the organization’s long-term success via the 
good-faith efforts of its employees—including employees’ 
efforts to engage in task- and role-appropriate emotion regu-
lation and displays. That is, organizations have the latitude 
to identify and pursue economic and social objectives in part 
on the basis of good-faith efforts by employees to fulfill job 
roles which may include required performance of certain 
emotion regulation strategies and displays to fulfill those 
objectives. Further, to the extent that organizational goals 
are better served by deep rather than surface acting, a well-
being right entitles the firm not only to exercise discretion 
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in how much emotional labor is expected, but also to harbor 
(and perhaps enforce) expectations about the form that this 
labor takes.

Duties

We frame our discussion of duties in terms of W.D. Ross’s 
well-known formulation of prima facie duties—he also calls 
them “conditional duties”—acts that “in virtue of being of 
a certain kind...would be a duty proper if it were not at the 
same time of another kind which is morally significant” 
(Ross 1930/1988, p. 19). A prima facie duty, accordingly, is 
provisional rather than absolute, perhaps compelling moral 
action but perhaps not, depending on its juxtaposition with 
other rights and duties in play. Ross himself understood the 
term prima facie to be problematic, suggesting as it does 
that the duty might be illusory rather than merely subordi-
nated to other principles. The better label, which we prefer, 
is pro tanto: whereas a prima facie duty may only appear 
to be obligatory but “actually not be a reason at all,” a pro 
tanto duty “has genuine weight, but nonetheless may be out-
weighed by other considerations” (Kagan 1989, p. 17). Our 
analysis of duties focuses on two that are featured in Ross’s 
formulation with relevance for employment contexts gener-
ally and emotional labor specifically: a duty of fidelity and a 
duty of non-maleficence.

Fidelity

Ross’s duty of fidelity refers to the duty “to fulfill prom-
ises and implicit promises because we have made them” 
(Ross 1930/1988, p. 22, emphasis in original). Employment 
arrangements in developed economies being by nature a 
form of contracting (see, e.g., Keeley 1988), the relevance 
of the duty of fidelity as an operating moral principle in the 
performance of labor (emotional and otherwise) is inescap-
able. Incorporating as Ross does both explicit and implicit 
forms of contractual duty is also apt. On one hand the essen-
tial exchange of labor for value is an explicit bargain that 
carries mutual basic obligations for employee and employer 
to provide effort and remuneration, respectively (Robin-
son et al. 1994). At the same time, work arrangements and 
workplaces are shaped by psychological contracts—“beliefs, 
based upon promises expressed or implied, regarding an 
exchange agreement between and individual and, in organi-
zations, the employing firm and its agents” (Rousseau 2004, 
p. 120). Researchers who study these beliefs observe that 
commitment to upholding duties that comprise psychologi-
cal contacts are important to “maintaining a relationship of 
consistency and good faith” (Robinson et al. 1994, p. 149). 
Social contracts theory thus accounts for the fundamen-
tal notion that formal and informal agreements rooted in 

consent give rise to norms “that become prima facie obliga-
tory” (Dunfee and Donaldson 1995, p. 178).

With respect to emotional labor, on the employee side 
of the equation, whereas the formal contract specifies role-
related tasks such as delivering a service, the informal con-
tract is more likely the source of expectations about extra-
role behaviors such as “service with a smile” and other forms 
of emotional performance. Fidelity implies that employees 
have a duty to perform both in- and extra-role behaviors to 
the best of their ability; a duty that employees themselves 
also acknowledge (Robinson et al. 1994). And to the extent 
that deep rather than surface acting may better serve legiti-
mate organizational purposes, a duty of fidelity could also 
prescribe for employees a duty to agree to choose forms of 
emotional labor that might otherwise be more demanding 
to master, or otherwise potentially compromise employee 
autonomy with respect to affective experience. (This is the 
sort of conflict between rights and duties that we will explore 
further in the next section of the paper.)

On the employer side, fidelity reflects the precept 
advanced by social contract theorists who focus on busi-
ness ethics that through consent-based arrangements man-
agement incurs moral duties to its employees (Donaldson 
1982; Dunfee and Donaldson 1995). To the extent that 
deep acting yields desirable organizational results (such as 
enhanced customer satisfaction and employee work engage-
ment coupled with decreasing absenteeism and turnover; 
see, e.g., Chau et al. 2009; Goodwin et al. 2011; Groth 
et al. 2009; Scott and Barnes 2011), the duty of fidelity in a 
performance-based pay context might trigger a duty to give 
greater compensation to employees who engage productively 
in emotion regulation via deep acting. Further, performance-
based pay can increase job satisfaction and may therefore 
amplify employees’ willingness to engage in beneficial regu-
lation via deep acting (Cohen 2010; Grandey et al. 2013b), 
which may well, in turn, benefit the organization. Overall, 
this suggests the existence of a positive feedback loop link-
ing higher emotional-labor-related compensation with more 
beneficial emotional labor behaviors, meaning that compen-
sation-related actions of fidelity also may contribute to the 
organization’s own well-being interests.

Non‑maleficence

The duty not to harm others can be labeled, as Ross does, 
a duty of non-maleficence, and in his formulation operates 
independently of motivation, “this being a duty whether 
or not we have an inclination that if followed would lead 
to our harming them; and that when we have such an 
inclination the primary duty not to harm others gives rise 
to a consequential duty to resist the inclination” (Ross 
1930/1988, p. 22). Although harm and its avoidance can 
seem to imply consequentialist reasoning as the basis for 
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moral evaluation, we view non-maleficence as deontologi-
cal in the sense meant by Kagan: a normative principle 
that constrains action by virtue of the “intrinsic signifi-
cance of harm-doing” which invests in that principle “a 
force sufficient to outweigh good results” (1998, p. 72). 
A complication in the realm of non-maleficence concerns 
agency: the difference between doing harm versus merely 
allowing harm (such as in the original trolley problem; see, 
e.g., Thomson 2008). While in some settings this distinc-
tion between “doing” and “allowing” might be dispositive 
in judging right from wrong, in an employment context the 
two approach moral equivalence to the extent that the one 
whose actions will elicit harm is generally aware of both 
that likelihood and the measures available to forestall it.

Similar to the duty of fidelity, the duty of non-malefi-
cence could be taken to suggest a duty for employees to 
engage in deep acting. That is, surface acting may often 
fulfill a minimal explicitly labor-for-value contractual 
understanding, but to meet a duty of non-maleficence—in 
this case to foster and not impede organizational aims—
employees may incur a duty to engage in deep acting. 
Doing so may avert the negative organizational outcomes 
associated with surface acting and deliver the benefits 
associated with deep acting.

One way that organizations meet a duty to do no harm 
is by providing training to employees that anticipates and 
buffers against risks of harm. Although doing so may in part 
fulfill a duty of fidelity by equipping employees with rele-
vant professional development as part of an overt or psycho-
logical contract, in the case of emotional labor, training also 
addresses the duty of non-maleficence. Employees proficient 
in emotion management report fewer physical symptoms and 
less negative affect, as well as greater job satisfaction and 
work engagement, and proficiency in expressing emotions 
is associated with lower absenteeism and reduced emo-
tional exhaustion (e.g., Bechtoldt et al. 2011; Biron and van 
Veldhoven 2012; Nguyen et al. 2016; Yanchus et al. 2010). 
Appropriate training thus may serve non-maleficence by 
attenuating harms associated with emotional labor.

Lastly, organizations can meet a non-maleficence duty in 
broader ways, for instance, by restructuring the nature of the 
work itself. For example, organizations can afford employees 
“time out” to recuperate from their emotional labor efforts, 
a strategy that demonstrably increases positive emotions 
(Dieffendorf and Richard 2003; Trougakos et al. 2008). And, 
they can buffer the consequences of surface acting by foster-
ing a supportive culture that allows employees to express 
genuine emotions either during interactions with clients 
and co-workers (Lopez 2006) or in the aftermath of service 
encounters (Grandey et al. 2012; Lively 2002). In turn, such 
support policies are likely to have beneficial downstream 
effects for the organization’s well-being as rejuvenated 
employees are better able to engage in actions—including 

and beyond emotional labor—that contribute to the organi-
zation’s goals.

Further Observations

We close this section with two observations about our 
approach to rights and duties in the context of employment 
generally and emotional labor specifically.

First, in describing rights to pursue autonomy and well-
being as attaching to both employees and their employers, 
we are compelled to wrestle with the distinction between 
rights of an individual (employee) and those of a collective 
(the firm or employer), and, more fundamentally, with the 
somewhat controversial notion that both individuals and col-
lectives can lay claim to moral rights. This is, of course, a 
controvertible position. French (1979) famously argued that 
by virtue of their having a requisite level of collective inten-
tionality that does not necessarily reduce to individual intent, 
firms possess a metaphysical status and level of agency that 
qualifies them as “full-fledged moral persons” (215). Skep-
tics argue that to regard the firm as having moral identity of 
its own as “an agent because it is composed of agents is...to 
commit the fallacy of composition.” (Altman 2007, p. 262; 
see also; Velasquez 2003). Hewing toward French but going 
not quite as far, we choose to accommodate Bowie’s well-
known Kantian view of the firm as itself a moral community 
with moral agency, one that stands over and apart from the 
individual as moral agent. Just as Kant regarded the state as 
a “moral and collective body...capable of moral valuation,” 
so too can corporate policies be subject to a Kantian evalu-
ation (Bowie 2017, p. 121). And although we do not go as 
far as Hess (2014) in ascribing to corporations “beliefs and 
desires,” we do accept her position that to the extent that a 
collective such as a firm acts on “commitments about fact 
and value” arrived at through deliberative processes involv-
ing the individuals who comprise it, the firm is “morally 
responsible for both the action and the consequences that 
follow” (p. 259). However, we also agree with List and Pettit 
(2011, p. 181) that, although business organizations can lay 
claim to rights and responsibilities (depending on the juris-
diction), they nonetheless lack “equal rights and responsi-
bilities with individual persons” (emphasis added) because 
of inherent differences in power (McCall 2001), an issue to 
which we return in the next section.

Second, as mentioned above, we view these rights and 
duties as moral values that are pro tanto in nature, not abso-
lute or inviolable. In a pro tanto theory of moral reason-
ing, “one cannot infer anything about the permissibility of 
a course of action simply by invoking the right, because 
the right may or may not conflict with other moral consid-
erations that prevent it from being overriding in the cir-
cumstances” (Frederick 2014, p. 386). As a result, Ross 
observes, conditional duties “[leave] us with no principle 
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upon which to discern what is our actual duty in particular 
circumstances” (Ross 1930/1988, p. 23). Frederick (2014) 
goes as far as to suggest that all rights are pro tanto because 
there is no right for which there is an absence of imagina-
ble circumstances in which the right might be conditional. 
Pro tanto rights and duties are well suited to our analysis 
here because one cannot account realistically for the ethics 
of emotional labor by simply resorting to inviolable duties 
like a blanket prohibition on all forms of deception, which 
would rule out many if not most forms of emotional labor 
at the outset. More pragmatically, the rights and duties we 
have been discussing in this section overlap in various ways, 
sometimes compatibly but often in conflict with one another. 
We turn next to those conflicts.

Conflicts Between Rights and Duties

Although both employees and organizations have clearly 
defined rights and duties, these rights and duties do not 
specify an unambiguous course of action for either party. 
Our fundamental position is that the ethics of emotional 
labor—the question of when either its performance or its 
regulation crosses ethical lines—arise because the condi-
tional rights and duties that employees and organizations 
bring to the table are not aligned, creating an ambiguous 
situation for both employees and organizations. Whether 
these touchpoints of ambiguity are best considered incom-
plete specifications of rights and duties or a true conflict still 
leaves open the normative question of how individuals and 
organizations should resolve these touchpoints in everyday 
practice. For simplicity, we refer to the occasions in which 
either the two parties’ rights or their rights and duties are 
misaligned as “conflicts.”

This ambiguity is unsurprising given tensions between 
Kant and Ross. Kantian duties may be duties of right (perfect 
duties) or duties of virtue (imperfect duties; Mansell 2013). 
While the former obligate individuals to act in particular 
way, the latter are conditional and provide justification to 
act only when they do not conflict with duties of right (Tim-
merman 2013). By definition, conflicts cannot arise between 
duties of rights (Timmerman 2013). Apparent conflicts arise, 
however, between duties of virtue because such duties are 
complex and therefore may not be fully specified. For our 
analysis, an important consequence of Kant’s perspective is 
the implication that duties should not be pursued to the point 
where individuals are harmed by their pursuit, for exam-
ple, by violating their own rights (Timmerman 2013). This 
suggests that rights and duties may constrain each other, 
but that faced with a conflict between rights and duties, an 
individual’s rights prevail.

Nonetheless, in their daily lives individuals faced with 
apparent conflicts must and do resolve them. Because a 

deontological approach as described above provides lim-
ited guidance, we now turn more explicitly to social con-
tract theory. A contract-based perspective is especially 
relevant to the conflicts that arise in relation to emotional 
labor because, as noted earlier, explicit and implicit con-
tracts between employees and organizations are driving 
forces behind both parties’ actions and expectations. While 
the formal, explicit contract sets out the objective terms of 
employment, the implicit (psychological) contract refers 
to a broader and more subjective set of expectations that 
characterize employment relationships (Rousseau and 
Parks 1993). Psychological contracts can include expec-
tations about organizational commitment, willingness to 
engage in extra-role behaviors, and minimum duration 
of employment on the part of the employer, as well as 
expectations about fair treatment, training and professional 
development, and support on the part of the employee 
(Rousseau 1990).

We assume that psychological contracts, which are less 
explicit than formal contracts, establish a social contract 
between organizations and their employees. Drawing on 
both contractarian and contractualist perspectives within 
social contract theory, we identify two principles that 
can elucidate conflicts between the rights of both parties, 
and between the rights and duties of one party (either the 
employee or the organization). The first principle, consent, 
is based on the assumption that contracts have a fair and 
impartial starting point. The second principle, mutual self-
interest, proposes that “morality consists in those forms 
of cooperative behaviour that it is mutually advantageous 
for self-interested agents to engage in” (Ashford and Mul-
gan 2012). We have chosen these principles because they 
capture two critical features of psychological contracts—
voluntary choice and mutuality (Rousseau 2004)—as well 
as formal contracts. The parallels between these features 
of psychological contracts and the principles of consent 
and mutual self-interest described in social contract theory 
make these principles especially relevant to our discussion 
of these conflicts.

In the next sections, we first discuss conflicts between 
rights and/or duties, the relevance of the principles of 
consent and mutual self-interest to each of these types of 
constraints, and the suggested precedence between rights 
and/or duties based on these principles. Although empiri-
cal evidence demonstrates the clear benefits of engaging in 
deep acting and the risks of surface acting for both organi-
zations and employee, we undertake an ethical analysis of 
both deep and surface acting. We do so because as noted 
earlier, despite the benefits of deep acting, employees may 
choose to engage in surface acting and organizations may 
choose to require no more than surface acting.
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Conflicts Between Two Parties’ Rights

We have argued that organizations have the right to deter-
mine how work is structured (autonomy) and to structure 
work in a way that furthers organizational goals, including 
profit (well-being). Similarly, employees have the right to 
a say in how they complete their tasks (autonomy) and the 
right to do so in a way that protects their physical and psy-
chological health (well-being). The rights of the two parties 
are not perfectly aligned: the autonomy rights of one party 
delimit the well-being rights of the other, and vice versa. We 
briefly review these constraints and then use the principles 
of consent and mutual self-interest to analyze the recipro-
cal limits that organizational and employee rights place on 
each party.

When organizations enact their right to autonomy by 
requiring emotional labor, they delimit the employee’s 
right to well-being (the right to a safe work environment) 
by requiring task-related behavior that may harm employ-
ees. Although organizations might mitigate this harm to 
their employees by specifying the form of emotional labor 
(i.e., deep acting) or through the structure of work (e.g., 
through providing frequent breaks), doing so encroaches on 
an employee’s right to choose how to do the job (right to 
autonomy). On the other hand, employees who enact their 
right to autonomy by choosing whether to engage in surface 
or deep acting may also infringe upon the organization’s 
right to well-being, since this organizational right is best 
served when employees choose to engage in deep acting. 
However, even when they favor deep acting over surface 
acting, arguably employees constrain an organization’s 
right to autonomy by restricting the ways in which tasks are 
performed. For example, organizations may require only a 
surface-acted “service with a smile” from employees even 
though it is likely that an organization’s right to well-being 
is not well served by such a narrow specification of task 
requirements. Further, specifying the form of emotional 
labor may ultimately harm both employer and employee 
by reducing employees’ capacity to respond flexibly in the 
moment.

Principle of consent

This principle underscores that a contract’s starting point 
and procedures should be fair and impartial (Ashford and 
Mulgan 2012). When jobs require emotional labor, a fair 
and impartial starting point implies that the specification of 
work tasks by an organization should include the require-
ment to perform emotional labor. An explicit statement of 
this requirement acknowledges an employee’s primary right 
to autonomy in accepting the contract: employees may opt 
out of jobs that require emotional labor (i.e., initial accept-
ance of a contract; Rousseau and Parks 1993). Further, even 

after having entered into an employment contract, employees 
still exercise their right to autonomy in a given episode by 
choosing to engage in either surface or deep acting (i.e., 
recurring acceptance when implementing the contract).

Recognizing the potential harm associated with surface 
acting, organizations may choose, at a minimum, to educate 
employees about the costs of surface acting at the point of 
initial employment and/or on an ongoing basis, or, in a more 
complete exercise of the organization’s rights to autonomy 
and well-being, require that employees engage in deep act-
ing. Employees may, nonetheless, preference autonomy over 
well-being and choose to engage in surface acting in any 
given episode. This choice may reflect their inability (for 
reasons briefly discussed in our literature review, or others) 
to engage in deep acting. It may also reflect temporal dis-
counting (Critchfield and Kollins 2001), a decision bias in 
which individuals overweight short-term benefits (surface 
acting is less effortful) and underweight long-term costs 
(impact on well-being).

Principle of Mutual Self‑interest

Mutual self-interest, at first glance, removes the constraints 
that each party’s rights place on the other party. As we 
argued earlier, employees who deep act do not encounter 
as many negative physical and psychological consequences 
as those who surface act. Reciprocally, organizations that 
develop and reward employees’ deep acting also reap the 
associated benefits: employees’ behavior requires less regu-
lation (e.g., Rafaeli and Sutton 1987), turnover and absentee-
ism are reduced, and customers are happier. Since it is in the 
organization’s interest to mandate deep acting, and it is in 
the employee’s interest to engage in deep acting, a rational 
analysis of the situation should result in a mutually accept-
able course of action. This analysis assumes that knowing 
what is in each party’s best interests will not only result in 
the implementation of deep acting, but that the choice to 
deep act will be freely made.

However, as we have already discussed, employees (and 
organizations) may—despite the well-known benefits of 
deep acting—prefer surface acting or may lack the resources 
to engage in deep acting. In the case of employees, the 
choice to surface act may reflect a transactional view of the 
organization in which employees exert the minimum neces-
sary effort to meet their task requirements. Organizations 
may choose to encourage surface acting because it requires 
less organizational effort in the form of training and work 
structure than deep acting. Both parties may thus choose 
to forgo their right to well-being in order to reduce effort; 
arguably, they are redefining well-being as reflecting short-
term benefits.

Applying the principle of mutual self-interest empha-
sizes the importance that both parties identify and agree to 
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a particular course of action. Our discussion suggests that 
the principle is met when both parties align on deep acting 
or when both parties align on surface acting. It reflects an 
alignment of goals that favors neither party, and leaves the 
rights of both parties intact. Instead, in this case the mutual 
adoption of either a long- or short-term perspective leads 
both individuals and organizations to favor deep or surface 
acting, respectively.

Resolving Conflicts Between Rights

Although organizations can exercise their rights by specify-
ing the requirement for emotional labor and also the form 
of emotional labor, we argue that the principle of consent 
licenses employees to override organizational rights in favor 
of their own because it is unlikely that the prerequisite for 
consent—a fair and impartial starting point for contracts—
will be met. This principle implies that organizations and 
employees have equal power. It is, however, unlikely that 
this will be the case. Drawing on McCall (2001), we argue 
that employees inherently cannot start from a position of 
equal bargaining power with organization because of asym-
metries in dependence and information between the two par-
ties: organizations are less dependent on and better informed 
about potential risks than employees. Because employees 
start from a position of disadvantage, we argue that employ-
ees’ rights to autonomy and well-being take precedence over 
organizational rights, giving employees discretion over how 
they implement both the explicit and implied contracts, pro-
vided that their behavior falls within normative ranges.

The dynamic and evolving nature of psychological con-
tracts, however, suggests a caveat to this position. Over time, 
organizational policies and practices may reduce the power 
imbalance: organizations can directly (through training) and 
indirectly (through work structure and compensation) edu-
cate employees about the risks associated with performing 
emotional labor. As employees’ knowledge increases and 
thus the principle of informed consent is met, the prece-
dence of employee rights over organizations’ rights is attenu-
ated: employees over time are presumed to consent to more 
explicitly defined and organizationally specific ranges of 
normatively acceptable behaviors.

Both principles (informed consent and mutual self-
interest) imply that organizations and individuals will act 
as rational decision makers, that is, that each will engage 
in a cost-benefit analysis to determine whether and how 
emotional labor is performed. The decision to require or 
perform deep acting results from the recognition of long-
term benefits, and reflects a willingness to incur short-term 
costs. As we suggested earlier, however, decision makers 
are prone to temporal discounting—a preference to pursue 
short-term benefits while underplaying the long-term costs 
of such a strategy. Thus, despite the benefits of engaging 

in and supporting deep acting, it is again worth noting that 
individuals may still choose to engage in surface acting and 
organizations may elect not to support the practice of deep 
acting through training, work structure, or compensation for 
many reasons (e.g., Gabriel et al. 2015).

Overall, we have argued that the principle of informed 
consent favors employees’ rights at least in the opening 
stages of an employment relationship, but that organiza-
tions’ rights gain more equal status with employees’ rights 
when organizations educate and support employees in the 
performance of emotional labor. We have also argued that, 
in the simplest case, if organizations and employees align on 
the form of emotional labor to be delivered, the principle of 
mutual self-interest removes the need to determine whether 
organizational or employee rights take precedence.

Conflicts Between One Party’s Rights and Duties

The conflicts between the rights of one party in an employ-
ment relationship and that party’s duties are more challeng-
ing to resolve, in part because the duties of fidelity and non-
maleficence are, in Kantian terms, “wide and imperfect” 
(Denis 2001): although the end can be specified, the means 
by which that end is accomplished remain ambiguous. 
Although fidelity may seem like a duty of right (a perfect 
duty), because it relates to a contractual obligation (Mansell 
2013), we argue that this obligation is ambiguous in relation 
to emotional labor because it arises from a duty to adhere 
to the spirit of the contract (i.e., the psychological contract; 
Rousseau and Parks 1993) rather than the letter of the con-
tract. The duty of non-maleficence, which serves the goal of 
beneficence, is more clearly a duty of virtue (an imperfect 
duty) in that there is ambiguity about the specific extent to 
which employees or organizations need to go in order to 
prevent harm to the other party and sufficiently fulfill their 
duty. The assessment of harm is further complicated by the 
subtleties of emotional labor. On the one hand, organizations 
may underappreciate the consequences of emotional toil, 
obscuring and dampening managers’ ability to comprehend 
and trade off ethical risks in relation to stakeholder interests 
where the emotional lives of their employees are concerned. 
On the other hand, employees may underappreciate the 
consequences of neglecting their duties of fidelity and non-
maleficence for the long-term survival of the organization.

With these ambiguities in mind, we now outline the con-
flicts between one party’s rights and duties and then consider 
the how the principles of consent and mutual self-interest 
apply to these conflicts. An employee’s duties of fidelity (to 
fulfill both formal and psychological contracts) and non-
maleficence (to avoid harming the organization) give rise 
to duties to engage in emotional labor when the job role 
calls for it, and arguably to perform deep rather than sur-
face acting because of the higher potential benefit to the 
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organization. Both duties may impinge on an employee’s 
rights to autonomy by directing them to engage in emotional 
labor, and by specifying the form of that labor (deep act-
ing). They may also impinge on their right to well-being: 
although deep acting is less harmful than surface acting, the 
loss of control over how work is performed is known to cre-
ate stress and harm individual well-being (i.e., via decreased 
felt responsibility for outcomes, which may lead to lower 
motivation; Karasek 1979).

A parallel argument emerges in relation to organiza-
tional rights and duties. To fulfill contractual duties (fidel-
ity) and avoid doing harm to employees (non-maleficence), 
an employer is obliged to ensure that employees are not 
adversely affected by organizational practices in relation to 
compensation, professional development, or support. How-
ever, these duties to fidelity and non-maleficence may, on 
the surface, exist at cross purposes with the organization’s 
right to autonomy. That is, tailoring organizational practices 
to meet these duties may—in the view of organizations or 
their shareholders—unnecessarily constrain organizations’ 
autonomy in establishing practices and policies that serve 
their ends. For example, even though it is arguably in the 
organization’s long-term well-being interests to train, sup-
port, and reward deep acting, doing so may interfere with an 
organization’s right to focus instead on near-term profitabil-
ity—to choose (autonomy) to spend its money and attention 
on other pursuits at that point in time.

Principle of Consent

We argue that if the principle of consent has been upheld, 
the duty of fidelity overrides employee and organizational 
rights to autonomy and well-being. A contract freely entered 
into implies a duty to fulfill the contract to the best of one’s 
ability, even if this fulfillment takes precedence over one’s 
rights. To act in accordance with this principle, organiza-
tions must disclose the requirement to engage in emotional 
labor and its associated risks. Disclosing these risks carries 
with it the duty to support employees in the performance 
of emotional labor and to offset the risks through organiza-
tional practices such as support, training, and appropriate 
compensation for employees who engage in emotional labor. 
Based on disclosure by the organization, employees make 
an informed choice to about whether and how to engage in 
emotional labor. Their duties of fidelity and non-maleficence 
then direct them not only to engage in emotional labor but 
do so in a way that enhances organizational performance.

However, this discussion overlooks the difficulty in unam-
biguously specifying the terms of an employment contract 
as well as the particular circumstances in which employee 
rights may instead override their duties. This is especially 
the case when we consider the implicit psychological con-
tract that characterizes individuals’ working lives. Contracts 

may clearly specify such terms as salary, tenure, notice peri-
ods and minimum stays. However, although employees may 
acknowledge their duties to engage in extra-role behavior 
such as emotional labor and to be loyal to the organization, 
and organizations may acknowledge their duties to train, 
develop and support employees (Rousseau 1990), the actual 
means of implementation of these duties is highly ambigu-
ous. In turn, because they are ambiguous, when and how 
duties are fulfilled is unclear. Employees and organizations 
may thus give some precedence to their rights by limiting 
the extent to which they fulfill these duties. While doing so 
may fail to fulfill the implicit contract between employees 
and organizations, it does appear in many cases, particularly 
if deep acting is not directly specified, to fulfill the literal 
contract. Thus, when the precise implementation of duties 
is ambiguous, and contracts are not perfectly unambiguous, 
the principle of consent seems to suggest that rights may 
take precedence over duties.

Principle of Mutual Self‑interest

Mutual self-interest—because it relies on cooperation 
between individuals with differing interests—is neces-
sarily based on the recognition of others’ rights and an 
effort to address those rights. In this sense, the principle 
of mutual self-interest implies that the duty of non-malef-
icence should override rights to autonomy and well-being 
(see Ross 1930/1988 for a similar argument in relation to 
non-maleficence and other duties). Further, to the extent that 
both parties upholding the terms of the formal and implied 
contracts is in the self-interest of both parties, this principle 
also suggests that the duty of fidelity should override each 
party’s rights.

As we noted earlier, mutual self-interest is served by 
both parties supporting either deep acting or surface act-
ing. If mutual self-interest translates into the implementa-
tion of deep acting, the duty of non-maleficence may be 
interpreted as a further requirement to maximize the ben-
efits of this kind of emotional labor. On the part of organi-
zations, this implies positive organizational practices that 
might include the development of employees’ acting skills, 
or use of remuneration practices that recognize and reward 
effective deep acting. On the part of individuals, it implies 
genuine effort to foster and convey the required emotions. 
In contrast, if mutual self-interest translates into the imple-
mentation of surface acting, the duty of non-maleficence 
may be interpreted as a requirement to minimize harm. In 
this case, organizations can support employees by imple-
menting workplace programs that counteract the conse-
quences of surface acting (e.g., programs targeted at stress 
management or peer support) and structuring work to pro-
vide frequent breaks from the demands of emotional labor. 
Further, it may be the case that this translation of mutual 
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self-interest changes according to the type of interaction or 
customer (e.g., between customers valuing quick service ver-
sus personalized care; Sutton and Rafaeli 1988), the tenure 
of the employee (such that surface acting may be accept-
able for new, untrained employees), or some other criterion. 
For example, employers and employees may also choose to 
identify and implement alternative work practices to replace 
emotional labor that nonetheless deliver equivalent levels of 
customer satisfaction.

Reconciliation of Rights and Duties

As we noted above, specifying the extent and degree that 
contracts must be fulfilled and the extent and degree of harm 
that is possible and that must be avoided in order to ful-
fill one’s duties sufficiently protecting one’s rights is chal-
lenging. This conflict could be as straightforward as the 
employee who gives precedence to controlling her emotional 
experiences in the moment (right to autonomy) over the 
longer-term organizational harm that arises from her choice 
to engage in surface rather than deep acting (duties of fidel-
ity, non-maleficence). The situation grows more complicated 
if we further imagine the rights–duties conflict in a different 
light: the employee giving precedence to his right to auton-
omy by using surface acting (e.g., displaying an insincere 
smile to increase commission-based sales) over his duty of 
non-maleficence (for example, avoiding the organizational 
costs of losing dissatisfied customers).

This ambiguity raises a further issue, that is, the limits to 
self-harm permitted under the guise of fulfilling one’s duties: 
should employees and organizations fulfill their duties at 
any cost to themselves, or is there a threshold after which 
fulfilling duties imposes unacceptable harms (and thus also 
violation of one’s rights)? Employees and organizations 
already receive legislative protection in many countries. 
Employees are often guaranteed a safe work environment—
one that is free from incivility, bullying, harassment, and 
discrimination—as well as broader protections for whistle-
blowers. Organizations are often protected against enduring 
inadequate performance by employees and acts of sabotage 
ranging from theft to industrial espionage. These protections 
limit the harm that each party can inflict on the other. By 
analogy, we propose that there ought to be limits to the harm 
that individuals or organizations inflict on themselves in ser-
vice of their duties to the other party. We hasten to restate 
here a point we made earlier, however: while both employees 
and firms lay claim to rights and incur obligations, the moral 
rights of organizations are generally subordinate to those of 
individuals (List and Pettit 2011).

While recognizing that any limit has exceptions (see 
also Garrett’s 2004 note on Ross), we argue that the bal-
ance tips in favor of rights at the point that either organi-
zational or employee survival is threatened. In the case of 

organizations, damage to the organization’s reputation as an 
employer, falling profits or stock prices, or excessive com-
pensation payouts to employees harmed by emotional labor, 
are examples of circumstances that license organizations to 
give precedence to rights over duties. In the case of employ-
ees, substantial physical or psychological strain, high levels 
of stress, or strain that carries over and affects their personal 
lives and relationships, are examples of circumstances that 
license employees to give precedence to rights over duties. 
This argument is reminiscent of threshold deontology, which 
proposes that “deontological norms govern up to a point 
despite adverse consequences; but when the consequences 
become so dire that they cross the stipulated threshold, con-
sequentialism takes over” (Alexander and Moore 2016).

Discussion

We close with three observations about implications and 
possible extensions that follow from the foregoing analysis.

The Onus of Disclosure?

Implicit in our argument of a fair starting point for con-
tractual agreements between employer and employee is 
the simple notion that in order to exercise their rights to 
autonomy and well-being, employees must understand what 
they are agreeing to in the labor contract. In this sense, 
the employer, who will presumably know more about job 
demands than a not-yet-hired employee, bears the burden 
of disclosing the emotional labor expectations of the job, 
as well the consequences of performing emotional labor. 
Such disclosure is akin to a builder informing potential 
carpenters about the requirement that carpenters be able to 
measure, lift, and fit wood as part of the job, and that such 
work may be physically demanding. Not doing so would in 
effect be misrepresenting the job, opening the employer to 
potential legal ramifications (e.g., wrongful hiring claims 
in the U.S.).1 However, as we outlined in the introduction, 
characteristics of the individual (e.g., extraversion versus 
introversion [Judge et al. 2009]; confidence in surface acting 
ability; [Pugh et al. 2011]) moderate the impact of emo-
tional labor on employees. Given that the firm arguably has 
a better idea than either potential or even current employ-
ees of these moderators, the firm should also bear respon-
sibility for informing employees of these likely moderators 
and their effects. Providing such information to employees 
further allows employees to make fully informed decisions. 

1 See, for example, Minnesota Statutes 181.64, False Statements as 
Inducement to Entering Employment. https ://www.revis or.mn.gov/
statu tes/?id=181.64.

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=181.64
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/?id=181.64
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Employees may also benefit from labor unions that may take 
some of the onus for protecting employees from the unique 
effects of emotional labor, and vocational and trade schools 
and other programs that may help better prepare employees 
to recognize and manage the emotional labor demands of 
various positions. Yet since employers, unions, and train-
ing programs cannot fully predict how emotional labor may 
affect any particular worker, employees also ought to under-
take due diligence and, incorporating this employer-provided 
information on emotional labor consequences and modera-
tors, assess the likely impact on themselves before accept-
ing an employment arrangement. Thus, while the primary 
onus of disclosing emotional labor costs and benefits rests 
with employers, employees also bear some responsibility for 
assessing the impact of emotional labor given their unique 
traits.

Emotional Labor as Distinct from Other Forms 
of Labor

It is reasonable to question whether rights and duties related 
to emotional labor differ from standards for physical or 
cognitive labor. We see two distinct differences. First, the 
physical harm incurred in workplaces is better recognized 
and documented than the psychological harm. Legislative 
frameworks document potential physical harms, and require 
organizations to monitor and to take action to eliminate 
those harms. Absent effective monitoring and corrective 
practices, employees are entitled to redress through worker’s 
compensation guidelines in many countries. The same is 
not as clearly true for psychological harm, which has only 
in recent decades begun to receive similar, but sometimes 
tenuous, legislative attention (Ivancevich et al. 1985). Given 
that the daily impact of performing emotional labor may 
be less immediately and outwardly apparent than effects of 
physical labor, it may be more difficult for employees to gain 
recognition of and compensation for less apparent but still 
intensive psychological harm. Overall, although a myriad of 
physical and other job demands create stressors on employ-
ees, emotional labor has distinct and negative effects (e.g., 
Brotheridge and Grandey 2002; Näring et al. 2006; Zapf 
et al. 2001) that are sufficient to justify a separate analysis 
of its moral contours.

The second difference is that, unlike jobs that require 
physical labor, those that require emotional labor can incur 
a wage penalty (often in jobs with low cognitive demands; 
Bhave and Glomb 2009; Glomb et al. 2004). Accordingly, 
levels of compensation do not always adequately account 
for harms associated with extensive emotion regulation and/
or displays. Thus, unless and until compensation packages 
are adjusted to take fully into account the psychological (as 
well as physical) costs and harm to employees engaging in 
these behaviors, emotion requirements should not be equated 

with or treated as simply analogous to physical and cognitive 
labor in analyses of their ethical implications.

We further suggest that the framework used in this analy-
sis might be applied to other costs of labor not explicitly 
linked to physical labor as it is traditionally defined.2 For 
example, situations that involve taking physical risks (e.g., 
exposure to dangerous chemicals in the workplace), or 
completing mind-numbing paperwork may implicate simi-
lar questions of autonomy, fidelity, well-being, non-malefi-
cence, consent, and mutual self-interest.

A Caution Against Losing Sight of Consequences

Finally, although we discuss and incorporate many of the 
effects of emotional labor on both individuals and organiza-
tions throughout our analysis, perhaps the most significant 
question we have left unaddressed concerns the relative role 
of a purely consequentialist view of emotional labor (putting 
aside rights and duties) versus considering consequences 
in light of how they are implicated by various rights and 
duties, as we have done. Indeed, given our reliance on the 
documented (and often negative) effects of emotional labor 
on both employees and employers, particularly in our discus-
sion of conflicts between rights and duties and their potential 
resolutions, it might be unfairly dismissive to assume that 
rights and duties would take precedence over a purely con-
sequentialist argument. To the contrary, we take the posi-
tion that consequences merit consideration in conjunction 
with rights and duties even in an explicitly deontologically 
focused analysis in order to accommodate how those rights 
and duties are best enacted and balanced against one another. 
Thus, as is evident in our discussion above of conflicts 
between rights and duties, rather than limiting our analysis 
purely to a deontological lens independent of consequences, 
we have bolstered our arguments wherever possible with 
empirical evidence of the consequences of emotional labor 
and explicit discussion of the relative harms and benefits 
of it.

Conclusion

Research attention in the social sciences to emotional labor 
at work has been conceptually and empirically substantial, 
but normatively deprived: very little has been said or writ-
ten expressly about its ethical dimensions or ramifications. 
Working from a perspective focused on the pro tanto recipro-
cal rights and duties of employees and employers, we have 
assessed the moral dimensions of emotional labor, including 
its component facets of organizational emotion requirements 

2 We thank one of the journal’s reviewers for suggesting this line of 
thought.
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as well as individual emotion regulation and displays, as 
they arise at a critical point of contact and potential ten-
sion in organizational life: the nexus between employer 
and employee. We have also proposed several arguments 
for resolving conflicts between rights and duties when they 
arise, both within and between employees and organizations. 
Finally, we have raised several practical implications and 
potential avenues for further inquiry.
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