Service Business (2021) 15:77-102
https://doi.org/10.1007/511628-020-00434-5

EMPIRICAL ARTICLE

®

Check for
updates

The path from role clarity to job satisfaction: natural
acting and the moderating impact of perceived fairness
of compensation in services

Miri Chung'® - Young-Hye Jang? - Steven A. Edelson’

Received: 13 May 2020 / Accepted: 24 December 2020 / Published online: 25 January 2021
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer-Verlag GmbH, DE part of Springer Nature 2021

Abstract

Extant studies examining emotional labor and job satisfaction have generally been
limited by examining only surface and deep acting. This study builds upon extant
studies by introducing natural acting strategies and examines the moderating role
of compensation. Based on structural equation modeling involving 326 frontline
service employees across several service providers and industries in South Korea,
this study showed that role clarity was positively related to all three emotional labor
strategies, with natural acting being most prevalent. Further, this study showed that
natural acting had a negative relationship to emotional exhaustion, and that per-
ceived fairness of compensation positively moderated the relationship between emo-
tional exhaustion and job satisfaction.

Keywords Emotional labor - Surface acting - Deep acting - Natural acting -
Emotional exhaustion - Job satisfaction - Perceived fairness of compensation

1 Introduction

Serving customers in a friendly and polite manner is a near-universal standard
expected of service organizations. Because the manner in which service providers
display their emotions and reactions to customers during interactions has a strong
impact on the perceived quality of the service provided, service organizations tend
to set a wide range of formal and informal behavioral display rules that guide verbal
and nonverbal expression such as gestures, facial expression, and voice tone (Ash-
forth and Humphrey 1993). For example, many hotels require their receptionist to
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make guests feel welcome with a smile, to show solicitous concern so that guests
feel cared for, and kindly respond to their demands. In order to comply with such
display rules, service providers make an effort to control and manage their inner
(i.e., felt) and/or outer (i.e., expressed) emotions to ensure an appropriate match
to the expected expressive behavior of the organization. Even without an organi-
zation’s explicit direction and observation, a worker in on-demand service such as
Uber might engage in managing their emotional display to ensure customer percep-
tion of high-quality service. Rosenblat and Stark (2016) noted that to avoid their
services being deactivated, Uber’s customer rating system forces drivers to maintain
near-perfect scores; in order to guarantee highly rated customer service, drivers are
obligated, even if not formally required, to conform to perceived customers’ expec-
tations and suppress any negatively felt emotions to deliver the impression of high-
quality service. With respect to such situations, Hochschild (1979, 1983) introduced
the concept of emotional labor, referring to an act of expressing the expected emo-
tion defined by organization’s display rules during service transactions.

Emotional labor is behavioral acting that requires some level of suppressing and
managing genuine feelings and acting deliberately to display an emotion that is not
concordant with how an individual feels. Emotional labor is rooted in emotional dis-
sonance, which is a gap between employees’ felt emotion and required emotional
display (Kruml and Geddes 2000; Hiilsheger and Schewe 2011; Cossette and Hess
2012). For the most part, research in emotional labor in the service sector has cen-
tered around the choice of emotional labor strategy; that is how individuals manage
to express positive emotions and suppress negative emotions, to meet their employ-
ers’ expectations of emotional display. The focus of emotional labor strategy is gen-
erally examined from two perspectives: either (a) service providers suppress their
felt emotion and superficially show emotions they are required to express for their
jobs (i.e., surface acting); or (b) they reappraise the situation from the customer’s
point of view and deliberately modify their felt emotion and try to experience the
appropriate emotions so that genuine emotional displays follow (i.e., deep act-
ing). For example, if a hotel guest complains and makes excessive and unreason-
able demands, frontline employees might be mandated to express a sincere apol-
ogy, even though they initially felt disturbed. In order to display a sincere apology,
these employees might engage in surface acting by pretending that they care about
the guest’s welfare thus shaping their outer emotional performance. Alternatively,
frontline employees might engage in deep acting and make an effort to understand
the guest’s frustration and try to feel the actual emotions that they are expected to
display.

With respect to managing emotions in the workplace, Ashforth and Humphrey
(1993) introduced a possible third mode of emotional labor strategy: natural acting.
Here, the emotion expected by the organization and the genuinely felt emotion of the
employee are the same, thus service providers naturally express their felt emotion.
One might wonder how simply expressing what they feel would be considered labor.
Brotheridge and Lee (2002, 2003) argued that managing impressions and expres-
sions requires constant self-monitoring regardless of the extent of the manipulation
to the felt emotion to comply with emotional display rules. When performing natu-
ral acting, employees still have to put forth a conscious effort to ensure that their
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display coincides with the organization’s expectations (Ashforth and Humphrey
1993). In response, Diefendorff et al. (2005) developed a measurement of natural
acting and empirically showed that this is a distinct strategy from surface and deep
acting. Although a few researchers have shown an increased interest in natural act-
ing in recent years (e.g., (Hoffmann 2016; Picard et al. 2018), research on natural
acting is still in its early stage, warranting more research. As such, given that role
clarity and emotional exhaustion have been studied extensively in the context of sur-
face acting and deep acting, the first purpose of this study is to explore the effects of
role clarity and emotional exhaustion on natural acting and to compare the effects of
those across emotional labor strategies.

The second purpose of the current research is to examine the role of the perceived
fairness of compensation in moderating the relationship between emotional exhaus-
tion and job satisfaction. Shanshan and Chao (2017) conceptually proposed the role
of financial and nonfinancial rewards in mitigating the level of emotional exhaustion
and job dissatisfaction. Despite the increased interest in the role of a financial reward
system in the context of emotional labor (Chi et al. 2011; Shanshan and Chao 2017),
there is little empirical evidence to support the intuitive assumption that an indi-
vidual’s perception of the reward system reduces the negative impact of emotional
exhaustion on job satisfaction. Hence, this study attempts to test a framework of the
emotional labor mechanism that incorporates the perceived fairness of compensa-
tion in the context of emotional labor. Consequently, the current study explores two
research questions:

(1) How are the impacts of role clarity as antecedent and emotional exhaustion as a
consequence of the three emotional labor strategies different from one another?

(2) Does the perceived fairness of compensation moderate the negative relationship
between emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction?

In the following sections of this paper, we discuss the theoretical foundations
concerning role clarity as an antecedent and emotional exhaustion as a consequence
of the three emotional labor strategies, and present hypotheses to be tested. Subse-
quent sections concentrate on the methodology of the empirical study and a descrip-
tion of the results. A discussion of the theoretical and managerial implications and
contributions is provided along with limitations and future directions for research as
a conclusion.

2 Theoretical background and hypothesis development

2.1 Role clarity and emotional labor

Role clarity in the context of service encounters refers to a service provider’s per-
ceptions about the appropriate and effective behavior associated with the interac-

tion with customers, which includes the dimensions of clarity of role objective,
expectation and responsibility, and actions (Amyx et al. 2014; Papastylianou et al.
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2009). Role clarity is widely recognized as a key predictor of employee behavior.
For instance, ambiguous demands or unclear expectations are related to low com-
mitment to the organization’s goals and values (Singh et al. 1994; Babakus et al.
1999; Low et al. 2001). Conversely, role clarity has a positive relationship to an
individual’s motivation to apply effort toward task performance, thereby enhancing
emotional labor (Amyx et al. 2014; Lee et al. 2015; Nasurdin et al. 2015).

Surface acting and deep acting follow when integrative, clear behavioral role
expectations are present (Brotheridge and Grande 2002; Brotheridge and Lee 2003;
Gosserand and Diefendorff 2005; Diefendorff and Gosserand 2003). A role in a
company is a set of expectations about behavior for a position, which reflects the
values and goals of the organization that manifested through the expectations of the
customer in service context (Rizzo et al. 1970; Ashforth and Humphrey 1993). The
clearer and stronger an organization’s customer-oriented role performance expecta-
tions are, the greater likelihood that service providers engage in more active plan-
ning and conscious monitoring of their service interaction behaviors and expressions
(Morris and Feldman, 1996). Through more or less structured role management of
both direct (e.g., training, feedback, discussion, rituals) and indirect (e.g., stories and
myths, metaphors, observation of models) experiences that lead to role understand-
ing and clarity, service providers comes to learn the intensity, content, and variety
of emotions that ought to be experienced and expressed while performing the ser-
vice encounter role (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993). Therefore, if service providers
have a clear understanding how they are expected to act in service encounter situa-
tions, and what sort of behavior and expression is related to the necessary or desir-
able consumer satisfaction results, the service provider is likely to be more confident
when serving customer; this strengthens employees’ beliefs in their capabilities by
adjusting their feelings and behaviors to meet the firms’ expectations (Conger and
Kanungo 1987; Gist and Mitchell 1992; Li and Fang 2016). In this manner, service
employees’ effort to satisfy the customer with a presentation of empathy and civility
often entails suppression of negative emotions (Yagil and Medler-Liraz 2019). As
a service provider understands their role expectation clearly, it becomes easier to
observe their level of behavioral compliance with the role expectations; hence, the
chance to detect a discrepancy between the perceived inner emotion(s) and appro-
priate expression and behavior is increased, which leads to engaging in a reduction
process whereby individuals use emotion regulation strategies to reduce the discrep-
ancy (Diefendorff and Gosserand 2003). Because employees’ negative inner feelings
do not always conform to the emotions called for by their work roles, they often
respond to role requirements by engaging in surface or deep acting (Huang and
Brown Tom 2016).

Extant literature has provided evidence that role expectations for expressing
positive emotions and suppressing negative emotions, also known as emotional
labor, are common for frontline service providers (Wharton and Erickson 1993;
Brotheridge and Grandey 2002) and are viewed as in-role job requirements by
service employees (Diefendorff et al. 2005). For example, Morris and Feldman
(1996) found that an organization’s effort to enhance the explicitness of front-
line role expectations and display rules through classes, handbooks, and materials
was likely to increase the frequency of desired emotional display, thus producing
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more experience and effort to control expressive behavior on the part of employ-
ees. Similarly, Amyx et al. (2014) and Lee et al. (2015) found that when an
organization clearly specifies standards for the appropriate expression of emo-
tions, service providers with sufficient training related to facial and bodily display
were likely to follow the rules and standards regardless of how they actually feel,
which in turn increased the level of emotional labor.

Although role clarity is expected to increase a service provider’s tendency to
engage in emotional labor strategies, additional research has shown that the ser-
vice provider is more likely to comply with the role demands through deep acting
rather than surface acting. Spreitzer (1996) argued that when individuals under-
stand their roles, those roles can take on personal meaning as individuals with an
understanding of their role can judge the value of their work and therefore experi-
ence higher perceptions of meaning. Amyx et al. (2014) also argued that when
a service provider has a full understanding and experience regarding what they
are supposed to do and why, they are also likely to appreciate the importance of
organizational goals and the value of the role demands.

Positive learning, training, and experience related to the value and goals of
the organization and service role expectation enhance the employee’s psycholog-
ical capital, and their development of their own identity as a service provider;
Together, these are considered the skills and experiences needed in customer-
contact positions (Kim et al. 2018). Service employees equipped with psycholog-
ical capital may have sufficient motivation and capabilities to invest the necessary
effort and resources in fulfilling job requirements, which enable them to readily
alter their inner emotional state and, as a result, engage in deep acting rather than
surface acting (Hur et al. 2016a, b). Further, the level of commitment to display
rules and willingness to follow the rules depends on the discrepancy between
the expected and felt emotion (Cossette and Hess 2012). Employees who value
the organizational expectation and identify with their job roles are more likely
to engage in deep acting since they are more easily convinced of the importance
of regulating emotions toward customers (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993). In the
same vein, Gosserand and Diefendorff (2005) showed that service providers who
clearly understand the expectations and job responsibilities with respect to dis-
play rules are more motivated to engage in deep acting rather than surface act-
ing. Similarly, Lee et al. (2015) and Grandey’s (2003) also found that emotional
display rules increase influenced deep acting rather than surface acting. These
results show that role clarity is expected to be more likely related to a service pro-
vider portraying deep acting rather than surface acting.

Following this logic, this study expects that when employees find their organiza-
tion’s display rules congruent with their emotions, this will be more strongly related
to their engaging in natural acting that displays such emotion—not because they are
required, but because it is part of who they are.

When service providers are aware of the display rules which are congruent with
their felt emotion, they are more likely to extend their effort toward displaying such
emotions and persist in displaying these emotions over time (Cossette and Hess
2012). Therefore, when the role expectations of expected expressive behavior are
clearly understood and in the context where employees find the discrepancy between
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the required display rules and felt emotion is minimal, the motivation to express
such emotion becomes intense, and employees willingly comply through natural act-
ing. Thus:

H1 Role clarity is positively related to the three emotional labor strategies.
H2 Role clarity is more strongly related to natural acting than to deep acting.

H3 Role clarity is more strongly related to deep acting than to surface acting.

2.2 Emotional labor strategies and emotional exhaustion

While research concerning the impact of emotional labor has investigated many var-
iables as outcomes of acting, emotional exhaustion appears to be more common than
others (see Hollet-Haudebert et al. 2011). Emotional exhaustion is a chronic state of
depleted energy and being drained which people often associate with being burned
out (Singh et al. 1994; Wright and Cropanzano 1998; Kumar et al. 2014).

In the context of emotional labor, emotional exhaustion is an outcome of emo-
tional dissonance in that the needs to express the felt emotion conflict with the
requirements of the organization at the same time, which is thought to drain emo-
tional resources (Demerouti et al. 2001; Lewin and Sager 2009). Prior research has
shown that the performance of emotional labor increased the level of emotional
exhaustion (Jackson et al. 1986; Julian 2008; Rutherford et al. 2009; Kumar et al.
2014; Lee et al. 2015). Hence, this study expects that the greater the degree felt
emotion is manipulated, the greater the level of emotional exhaustion is experi-
enced. When service providers need to stimulate emotions that they do not actually
feel, they need to carefully and cognitively choose their verbal and nonverbal expres-
sions. During the management of their own emotions, especially when the felt emo-
tion and expected display greatly conflicts, service providers are likely to suppress
and deny their genuinely felt emotions and may experience energy depletion and
fatigue (Grandey 2000; Zhang et al. 2016). Choi et al. (2019), for example, showed
that as the intensity of demand for emotional labor intensified, service productiv-
ity decreased due to accumulated fatigue. The more that service providers’ “real”
feelings conflict with expected emotions, the more psychological energy and effort
are required for them to display appropriate emotions, thus leading to a higher level
of emotional exhaustion. In this manner, deep acting is likely to be related to less
emotional exhaustion than surface acting since deep acting involves reappraising the
situation to manage inner feelings, which decreases the emotional dissonance (Gross
1998). Surface acting is likely to be related to a higher level of emotional exhaus-
tion than deep acting because surface acting manipulates only the expressive aspect
of the emotion, in turn, the emotional dissonance remains (Gross 1998; Kruml and
Geddes 2000). Similarly, Brotheridge and Lee (2002, 2003) found that surface act-
ing requires a high level of self-monitoring compared to deep acting due to the level
of required control and modification of expressive behavior and emotions to meet
standards of appropriateness; thus, surface acting is more likely to result in negative
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consequences. Grandey (2000, 2003) also found similar results that surface acting
predicted a higher level of emotional exhaustion than deep acting.

Diefendorff et al. (2005) argued, however, that the display of naturally felt emo-
tions at work would not be associated with emotional dissonance and burnout.
Although self-monitoring is still related to natural acting in order to comply with
the display rules (Diefendorff et al. 2005; Cossette 2014), the emotional discrep-
ancy is minimal, suggesting less effort needed to manipulate the display and manage
impressions (Cossette and Hess 2012). In this case, service providers do not need
to change their expressed affect since the display is congruent with inner feelings;
in other words, since employees do not feel emotional dissonance (Cossette and
Hess 2012), their job attitudes are not likely to be damaged, but rather enhance their
well-being (Kim et al. 2002; Hiilsheger and Schewe 2011). Ashforth and Humphrey
(1993) and Kiely (2005) argued that if the organizational display rule is consistent
with the employee’s personal values, the service provider would have an opportunity
to act out their own valued identity, hence the work becomes less stressful and even
enhances their psychological well-being. Similarly, Kim et al. (2002) found that the
self-determined motivation to express positive emotions was positively correlated
with psychological well-being, which augments emotional resources and reduces
emotional exhaustion. Therefore:

H4 Surface acting is positively related to emotional exhaustion.
H5 Deep acting is positively related to emotional exhaustion.

H6 Surface acting is positively related to greater levels of emotional exhaustion than
is deep acting.

H7 Natural acting is negatively related to emotional exhaustion.

2.3 Emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction, and moderating role of the perceived
fairness of compensation

Emotional exhaustion has been considered a critical predictor of job dissatisfaction
(Babakus et al. 1999; Kumar et al. 2014). Because emotional exhaustion decreases
a service provider’s emotional resources to respond in performing the expected
service (Hobfoll 2001), an employee who experiences high levels of emotional
exhaustion is likely to have greater frequency of fatigue, complaints, and work-
related depression (Baba et al. 2009). An emotionally exhausted employee may
attribute their emotional depletion to the source of work stressors, job demands, and
the work environment, which is positively related to apathy toward their job, and
lower job satisfaction (Sawyerr et al. 2009). In line with the results of a great deal
of research concerning the impact of emotional exhaustion (c.f., Brewer and Clip-
pard 2002; Grandey et al. 2005; Sager et al. 2006; Rutherford et al. 2009), this study
hypothesizes:
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H8 Emotional exhaustion is negatively related to job satisfaction.

While the negative relationship between emotional exhaustion and job satisfac-
tion has been previously demonstrated, the current study expects the organization’s
reward system to moderate the negative impact of emotional exhaustion. A reward
system is one service quality control method used by an organization to obtain the
desired behavior and service from employees (Babakus et al. 1999; Chung and
Schneider 2002). As the reward system motivates the performance of the desired
behavior, an employee can expect the recognition and compensation to be earned
when performing such behaviors. In this manner, the employee’s job attitude which
resulted from accomplishing the organizational goal is largely determined by the
application of incentives and perceived fairness in compensation (Steinberg 1999;
Nasurdin et al. 2015; Shanshan and Chao 2017; Elmadag and Ellinger 2018). For
example, Rosenblat and Stark (2016) noted that because Uber’s business model dis-
courages the cultural practice of customers providing gratuities, the reward system
fails to acknowledge and compensate a driver’s emotional labor, which leads to the
driver’s dissatisfaction with Uber’s platform. Similarly, frontline service provid-
ers of a retail bank felt distressed and unsatisfied when they felt they were not well
rewarded for their contributions and efforts to satisfy their workplace’s demands
(Julian and Ramaseshan 1994), Elmadag and Ellinger (2018) also found the extrin-
sic rewards increased employee commitment to the organization and customer
orientation.

When interacting with the customer, a service provider is emotionally exhausted
when they have few emotional resources to recover, due to the emotional labor in
which they engage. Their depleted emotional resources are likely to be recuperated
if they perceive the consequences of the emotional labor in which they engaged to
be recognized and worthwhile. Consequently, perceived fairness in compensation
justifies engaging in emotional labor (Adelmann 1995; Constanti and Gibbs 2005;
Shanshan and Chao 2017), thus alleviating the impact of by-products of such labor
on job satisfaction. In a context where compensation is perceived as a link to the
performance of emotional labor, the impact of emotional exhaustion on job satisfac-
tion is likely to be moderated by the perceived fairness in compensation. Thus:

H9 The perceived fairness in compensation moderates the negative relationship

between emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction wherein greater levels of per-
ceived fairness predict greater levels of job satisfaction.

3 Method
3.1 Data collection and samples
Frontline service employees in South Korea across several service providers

and industries—as shown in Table l—completed a self-administered survey.
South Korea was selected as a location for this study because it is a country with
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Table 1 Demographics of the Characteristic N (%) Characteristic N (%)
study sample
Gender Industry
Male 160(49.1) Wholesale 52(16.0)
Female 166(50.9) Retails 59(18.1)
Age Finance 52(16)
19-29 75(23.0) Restaurant 43(13.2)
30-39 85(26.1)
40-49 84(25.8) Hotels 3009.2)
50-59 82(25.2) Others 90(27.6)
Education Service lengths
High school 97(29.8) Less than 1 year 43(13.2)
Bachelor 215(66.0) 1-3 years 100(30.7)
Graduate degree  14(4.3) 3-5 years 80(24.5)
5-10 years 41(12.6)
10-15 years 38(11.7)

More than 15 years 24(7.4)

well-developed service economy. Surveys were distributed and collected by a pro-
fessional research company. The survey questionnaires were distributed to 1000
frontline service providers through the research company’s mailing system. A total
of 330 surveys were returned. After eliminating four incomplete surveys for quality
purposes, a total of 326 responses were used for analysis. The sample size meets
the recommended minimum subject-to-variable ratio of at least 20:1 (Hogarty et al.
2005; Hair et al. 2010).

The ages of the respondents were evenly distributed, ranging from 20 to 60 years
old, and were relatively evenly distributed by gender, with 49.1% male. The distribu-
tion of respondents’ education levels had a tendency toward a college level; 66% of
respondents had either begun or had completed their bachelor’s degree studies. 30%
of the respondents had completed senior high school as their highest level of educa-
tion, while 4% held a graduate degree. The number of years worked for the com-
pany ranged from one to more than 15 years; approximately half of the respondents
worked for the company for fewer than 5 years. The distribution of professions was
not extremely skewed, and the diversity of occupations of the respondents indicates
that the results of the current study describe the general workplace environment,
rather than representing a particular service sector.

3.2 Measures

The measurements used for each variable were adapted from the relevant litera-
ture in emotional labor and services research. Role clarity was measured with a
role ambiguity scale from Hollet-Haudebert et al. (2011), which was based on one
originally developed by Rizzo (1970). The four items of role clarity measured the
extent to which a service provider knows what the company’s expectations regard-
ing the appropriate behaviors are. The five items measuring the level of emotional
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exhaustion were adopted from Hollet-Haudebert et al. (2011) as well, which was
based off the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General Survey (MBI-GS). These five
items measure the degree of frustration and discouragement about work and level
of emotional drain. The definition and measurement for three modes of emotional
labor were from Diefendorff et al. (2005), which used the measurements of sur-
face acting and deep acting that were developed by Grandey (2003), whereas items
of natural acting were based on Kruml and Geddes (2000). Perceived fairness in
compensation was measured with three items developed by Foreman and Money
(1995). To assess employees’ level of job satisfaction, four items from Taylor (2014)
were adopted, which were based on the Job Satisfaction Index (Brayfield and Rothe
1951). All items were answered on 7-point Likert-type scales (1 ="*“completely dis-
agree”; 7="“completely agree”). To ensure a reliable and effective translation, the
current research opted for the collaborative approach and conventional "translate-
back translate" approach (Brislin 1980; Douglas and Craig (2007). Two bilingual
native marketing faculty of Korea performed an independent, parallel translation of
the original English questionnaire into Korean. A review meeting was held includ-
ing the translators and an independent reviewer to resolve any inconsistencies. The
final Korean version was translated back into English by American bilingual faculty
who are familiar with both cultures. The original and back-translated English ver-
sions were reviewed to ensure the equivalence in meaning. In the end, the translated
and agreed upon questionnaire was pretested by monolingual and bilingual service
providers and further revised based on recommendations to improve the clarity and
comprehension communication and translation.

3.3 Analysis strategy

Following the two-step modeling approach to structural equation modeling (SEM)
(Anderson and Gerbing 1988), the measurement model was examined before testing
the hypothesized structural model.

The research model included “Industry Sector” as a control variable, which was
not significantly associated with job satisfaction. In order to test the moderating
effect of the perceived fairness in compensation between emotional exhaustion and
job satisfaction, we followed a two-step procedure (Ping 1995) using AMOS and
SPSS 21.0. software.

4 Results
4.1 Measurement model assessment

All items were subjected to a principal components factor analysis using Varimax
rotation. The factor loadings for the items are provided in Table 2. Each item’s
standardized loading on the appropriate latent variable was significant and greater
than 0.65 (p<0.01). Table 2 shows that the construct reliability estimates ranged
from 0.806 to 0.902, greater than the 0.7 cut off, which is the suggested benchmark
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Table 3 Correlation between constructs and AVE

Research constructs RC SA DA NA EE PFC JS

Role clarity (RC) 0.787

Surface acting (SA) 0.176 0.799

Deep acting (DA) 0.424 0424  0.844

Natural acting (NA) 0.460 —0.091 0.446 0.889

Emotional exhaustion (EE) -0.023 0.334 0.069 —0.240 0.902

Perceived fairness in com- 0.428 0.020 0.349 0.261 —0.206 0.909
pensation (PFC)

Job satisfaction (JS) 0.489 -0.021 0.385 0.582 —-0.427 0.655 0.898

Bolditalics indicate the square root of average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct (on the diago-
nal)

Table 4 Ceritical ratios for differences between parameters

Surface acting «—role Deep acting «—role Natural act-
clarity clarity ing «—role
clarity
Surface acting «<—role clarity 0
Deep acting «—role clarity 3.178 0
Natural acting «—role clarity 4.692 2.088 0

*A critical ratio that is more extreme than + 1.96 indicates a significant path at p <0.05

for acceptable internal consistency (Hair et al. 2010). The average variance extracted
(AVE) estimates ranged from 0.619 to 0.827, in which values for all constructs are
above the threshold of 0.5 (Fornell and Larcker 1981; Hair et al. 2010).

The square root of AVE of each construct exceeds the correlation of that con-
struct with all other constructs (Table 3) indicating adequate discriminant validity of
all constructs (Chin 1998).

The measurement model achieved a good fit with the data; y*=690.133, df=303,
p<0.01, CFI=0.949, TLI=0.941, NFI=0.914, IFI=0.950, RMSEA =0.063.

4.2 Test of moderating effect

Given the acceptable fit demonstrated by the measurement model, we then tested
the structural model with and without the moderating variable, perceived fairness in
compensation, to validate the effect of the interaction term in the proposed research
model (Ping 1995). The difference in chi-square value of the model with and with-
out the interaction term was 50.62, which is greater than the chi-square value of
41.337 for 27 degrees of freedom at the 5% level of significance (Proposed Research
Model with interaction: ;(2=939.55 1, df=366, competing model without interac-
tion: ;(2=888.931, df=338; A ;(2=50.62, p<0.01). These results provide evidence
that the model with the interaction term is better than one without. The fit indices
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of the proposed research model were also acceptable; CFI=0.925, TLI=0.917,
NFI=0.884, IF1=0.926, RMSEA =0.069.

4.3 Hypotheses testing

Figure 1 shows path estimates in which all paths, except H5, were significant and in
the direction that supported the proposed hypotheses.

4.3.1 Effect of role clarity to emotional labor

As hypothesized, role clarity was a positive and significant antecedent to all three
modes of emotional labor strategy, and was predictive of the strategies posited.
Service providers with necessary information and clear understanding of their role
expectations were likely to follow the display rules, and showed an increased the
level of engagement in emotional labor, thus H1 was supported. The critical ratios
for differences between parameter analyses were performed for the pairwise compar-
ison among three paths; the value of the critical ratio (CR) between paths larger than
1.96 in absolute value is considered as significant at p <0.05. The results show that
the association of role clarity with natural acting was significantly stronger than with
surface acting (CR=4.692, p<0.05) or with deep acting (CR=2.088, p<0.05),
therefore H2 was supported (Table 4). The association of role clarity with deep act-
ing was significantly stronger than with surface acting (CR=3.178, p <0.05), conse-
quently, H3 was supported.

4.3.2 Effects of emotional labor to emotional exhaustion

Hypotheses 4—7 predicted the relationships between each of the three emotional
labor strategies and the level of emotional exhaustion. As expected, surface acting
was related to a higher level of emotional exhaustion (y=0.410, p <0.01), whereas
natural acting was related to a lower level of emotional exhaustion (y=-0.269,
p<0.01), suggesting that performing surface acting is detrimental to employees’
mental health at work and providing support for hypotheses 4 and 7. Deep acting,
however, was not significantly related to emotional exhaustion (y=0.085, p=0.304),
therefore hypothesis 5 was not supported. However, the beta weight of the relation-
ship between deep acting and emotional exhaustion was positive, which was the
expected direction that we hypothesized. Although we could not confirm the hypoth-
esized relationship between deep acting and emotional exhaustion, our findings are
consistent with empirical results of previous studies by Grandey (2003), Kim (2008)
and Jeon (2016), which reported that whereas surface acting directly increased the
level of emotional exhaustion, deep acting did not significantly increase the level of
emotional exhaustion. Grandey (2003) suggested the reason to be that the effort to
reduce emotional dissonance by engaging in deep acting may restore an employee’s
emotional resources, which may help minimize emotional exhaustion.

To further examine the relationship between types of acting and emotional
exhaustion, we performed post hoc analyses to assess the statistical significance of
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path coefficients as checked by the critical ratio. As shown in Table 5, the associa-
tion of emotional exhaustion with surface acting was strongest compared to its asso-
ciation with deep acting (CR=2.705, p<0.05) or with natural acting (CR =6.264,
p <0.05), therefore providing support for hypothesis 6. The strength of the relation-
ship between natural acting and emotional exhaustion was higher than the relation-
ship between deep acting on emotional exhaustion (CR=3.049, p <0.05).

4.3.3 Effects of emotional exhaustion, job satisfaction, and moderating effect
of perceived fairness in compensation

Hypothesis 8 was supported in that emotional exhaustion was negatively related to
job satisfaction (y=—-0.347, p<0.01), and the relationship was positively moder-
ated by the perceived fairness in compensation, (y=0.075, p<0.01), thus provid-
ing evidence to support hypothesis 9. Specifically, the negative relationship between
emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction became weaker (stronger) when the per-
ceived fairness of compensation was high (low).

5 Discussion

This study empirically demonstrated relationships between role clarity and emo-
tional labor strategies, and the impact of these on emotional exhaustion. Surface act-
ing was related to greater amounts of emotional exhaustion, while natural acting was
related to lower amounts of emotional exhaustion. In turn, the relationship between
emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction was moderated by the perceived fairness
of compensation.

5.1 Theoretical implications

These findings from the current study not only support the notion proposed by
Hochschild (1983) and other extant research which showed that emotional labor
could predict dysfunctional consequences for the individual (emotional exhaustion)
and the organization (job satisfaction), but also extend the realm of emotional labor
research by empirically showing the positive and significant role of natural acting in
the context of service delivery.

Table 5 Critical Ratios for Differences between Parameters

Emotional exhaus- ~ Emotional exhaus- Emotional exhaus-
tion « surface tion «—deep acting  tion < natural
acting acting

Emotional exhaustion « surface acting 0
Emotional exhaustion «—deep acting —2.705 0

Emotional exhaustion <—natural acting  —6.264 —3.049 0

*A critical ratio that is more extreme than + 1.96 indicates a significant path at p <0.05
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Previous research has focused on the negative aspects of engaging in emotional
labor, in that employees either fake unfelt emotion or suppress and reshape their
genuine emotion. Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) raised the concern that this con-
ception of emotional labor has drawn heavily on a limited perspective, which readily
overlooked positive engagement in emotional labor. Built upon the few studies on
natural acting, the current study elaborated a theoretical framework that incorpo-
rated three emotional labor strategies (Surface acting, Deep acting, and Natural act-
ing) simultaneously and empirically tested and compared the impacts of antecedent
and consequence of these strategies.

We found that role clarity enhances the performance of emotional labor, which is
consistent with past research exploring the relationship between role ambiguity and
job performance (Amyx et al. 2014). Furthermore, in the current study, we found
that engaging in natural acting is more influenced by role clarity compared to engag-
ing in surface acting or deep acting. Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) suggested a
possible reason for this finding, proposing that natural acting is a chance to express
the authentic self (i.e., who they are), rather than to show what they are required.
The finding also supports an explanation based in self-determination theory (Cos-
sette and Hess 2012), that employees are more motivated to express themselves
especially when organizational rules are congruent with their inner feelings.

In line with previous research concerning the negative influence of emotional
labor on job outcomes, this study showed that emotional exhaustion is clearly
related to lower job satisfaction. Furthermore, we extended the understanding of this
relationship by testing the moderating role of perceived fairness of compensation.
With respect to the function of the reward system in the context of emotional labor,
Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) proposed that various rewards and punishments are
likely to reinforce the internalization of the emotions that ought to be experienced
and expressed while performing the work role. The current research empirically
demonstrated that the perceived fairness of compensation moderates the negative
relationship between emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction in that the negative
effect of emotional exhaustion on job satisfaction became weaker when the per-
ceived fairness of compensation was high.

5.2 Managerial implications

As a way to manage quality and consistent service to customers, service-oriented
companies have asked their employees to follow an emotional display rule. To fol-
low such a rule, a service provider tends to engage in emotional labor, which has
been understood to be surface acting or deep acting. There are several reasons why
managers need to pay special attention to emotional labor management and natural
acting.

First, a customer may feel the authenticity of emotional labor. Employee emo-
tions have a direct impact on customer emotions, organizations need to be aware of
the sincere and authentic emotional contagion from employees to customers (Garry
2008; Wang 2009). Keiser (1988) and Hennig-Thurau et al. (2006) recognized that
employees trying to fake emotion could backfire because customers are neither
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willing to engage with, nor pay for inauthenticity. As a result, the perceived level of
authenticity may influence the perceived level of service quality (Pugh 2001; Groth
et al. 2009), the amount of money spent in the store (Seger-Guttmann and Medler-
Liraz 2016), customer satisfaction (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006; Hur et al. 2015), rap-
port (Medler-Liraz 2016), revisit intention (Tsai 2001; Tsai and Huang 2002; Goun-
tas et al. 2006; Wang et al. 2012), employee financial rewards such as tips (Koku
and Savas 2016), product/service attitude (Howard and Gengler 2001), and loyalty
(Groth et al. 2009; Medler-Liraz 2016). Performing deep acting could be an ideal
strategy to enhance the authentic emotion display; a service provider who engages
in deep acting adopts an empathic stance toward the customer as deep acting is more
consistent with a concern for one’s customers compared to surface acting (Ashforth
and Humphrey 1993). However, deep acting is less authentic compared to natural
acting in the sense that employees still reshape their genuine emotions to manage the
displayed expressions. Employees who engage in natural acting willingly express
the required emotion without deliberate effort prompting the desired emotions, mak-
ing the authenticity of the displayed emotion compelling.

A second reason managers need to be attuned to emotional labor management
and natural acting is that employees should be considered internal customers whom
the organization needs to serve and for whom they need to provide a healthy work-
place environment. This study showed that surface acting and deep acting are likely
to hurt job satisfaction, which has been used as a proxy for well-being at work
(Grandey 2000). Emotional exhaustion also damages employee well-being (Cossette
and Hess 2012). Based on the empirical result that natural acting reduced emotional
exhaustion, including natural acting to an organization’s internal emotional labor
management program should be beneficial alongside avoiding an excessive empha-
sis on superficial appearance which increases engagement in surface acting and deep
acting. Expressing who they are, and feeling emotions naturally at work is one way
to make a job more enjoyable (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993; Kiely 2005).

Third, the finding that role clarity increases the level of emotional labor suggests
that organizations should be cognizant of the type and level of education/training
provided to service employees. Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) pointed out that
organizational efforts to promote their display rules are less likely to succeed and
may even backfire as the service providers perceive this to be heavy-handed. For
example, Wickham and Collins (2004) and Walsh and Hammes (2017) researched
the danger of using service scripts because the use of service scripts contributes to
employee emotional resource depletion and may exacerbate emotional labor, which
enhances employee discriminatory behaviors toward customers. Furthermore,
repetitive performance of surface acting is also likely to be associated with negative
work-related outcomes such as burnout, dissatisfaction, decreased job performance,
and voluntary turnover (Grandey 2000; Lai et al. 2020; Sandiford and Seymour
2011; Sawyerr et al. 2009; Zhang et al. 2016). Previous research has demonstrated
that, despite the acknowledged value ascribed to emotional training in service indus-
tries (Johanson and Woods 2008), there appears to be weak and ineffective train-
ing in this regard, with little if any consideration to the emotional issues that might
emerge on the job (Van Maanen and Kunda 1989; Shani et al. 2014). An explanation
for this lack of adequate training in the service industry could be that the turnover
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rate in many service industry jobs is quite high (Poulston 2008), thus the cost of
such training isn’t perceived to be worth the benefit (Shani et al. 2014). The results
of this study should encourage managers to consider not only the costs of training,
but the opportunity costs of neglecting effective emotional labor training in their
cost—benefit analyses.

Additionally, companies need to create a workplace environment where employ-
ees naturally feel the expected emotion, rather than leaving them to deal with emo-
tions they did not feel during interactions with customers. Previous research dis-
cussing the impact of customer misbehavior toward service providers (e.g., Grandey
et al. 2004, 2007; Fisk et al. 2010; Kim et al. 2012; Yagil and Medler-Liraz 2019)
showed that dysfunctional customers who behave unreasonably are likely to demand
a high level of emotional labor and emotional exhaustion from service employees.
The stress appraisal of a dysfunctional customer is likely to induce surface acting
(Harris and Daunt 2013) because it would be hard for service providers to embrace
unreasonable behaviors and empathize with these customers. Kim et al. (2019) also
emphasized the importance of organizational support within the context of boundary
spanning emotional labor that raises both the customer orientation and self-efficacy
of the service providers when customers display deviant behavior. This highlights
the importance of customer education as well as the active protection of employees
from dysfunctional customers.

The ability of an organization to encourage natural acting will be dependent
upon that organization’s approach to customer service. Organizations that adopt a
“the customer is always right” mentality may risk sending a message to employ-
ees that natural acting is not desirable. Furthermore, such an approach may increase
the likelihood of conflict between customers and service employees (e.g., Grandey
et al. 2004), and in fact subject service employees to illegitimate complaints (Kim
and Baker 2020) and to experience customer bullying as part of the job (Bishop
and Hoel 2008). In light of this, organizations should take a holistic approach to
their customer service policies and consider their employees not merely as human
resources to enact customer service strategies, but as partners in the organization’s
success.

Also, it should be noted that, even though a statistically significant relation-
ship between deep acting and emotional exhaustion wasn’t present, the associa-
tion appeared positive, suggesting that the greater level of deep acting is related
to greater levels of emotional exhaustion. Managers should observe whether their
employees make an excessive effort to empathize with customers’ frustration in
order to express the organizationally desired feeling. It is relatively easy for manag-
ers to observe one’s level of compliance with the display rules by facial and bodily
expression, but is not as easy to monitor an employee’s inner processes to commit
to such rules. As natural acting results in positive work-related outcomes, we recom-
mend that HR policies and general corporate strategy and culture should recognize,
value, and support service providers engaging in natural acting.

The finding of the positive effect of natural acting encourages management to
develop a selective staffing process that leads to hiring individuals whose self is con-
gruent with organizational demands and values, which increases the engagement of
natural acting. Karatepe and Karadas (2016) and Yoo and Arnold (2014) empirically

@ Springer



The path from role clarity to job satisfaction: natural acting... 95

showed the importance of employee alignment; the fit between an employee’s
desires and personal likes and the job demands alleviates stress and strain/burnout,
which eventually fosters work engagement. Furthermore, Ashforth and Humphrey
(1993) argued that natural acting may increase self-efficacy and task effectiveness,
and previous research has shown that individuals are more attracted to organiza-
tions that are similar to them in terms of organizational values and goals than to
organizations that are dissimilar Rentsch and McEwen (2002). Increasing a sense
of perceived supplementary person-organization and person-job fit helps potential
employees ascertain their sense of attraction to the organization and subsequent suc-
cess at work (Kristof 1996; Carless 2005).

Based on the results presented, hiring individuals aligned with the company’s
values and vision is recommended so that the demonstration of genuine and authen-
tic emotional displays by employees naturally occurs. One approach to doing this is
to use realistic job previews (e.g., Wanous 1973) which can help reduce involuntary
turnover because they encourage self-selection (Wanous 1992); as Morris and Feld-
man (1996) posited, “Organizations that make explicit their emotional labor require-
ments during the selection process can help individuals decide beforehand whether
their expressive behavior matches the organization’s display norms” (p. 1005). In the
service sector, this approach has been shown to increase job satisfaction and reduce
turnover (Raub and Streit 2006).

The finding on the moderating role of compensation between emotional exhaus-
tion and job satisfaction emphasizes the importance of rewarding and recognizing
employees’ performance, especially when that performance is contingent upon emo-
tionally exhausting activity. This result reinforces Terblanche (2016) who suggested
that service employees should be rewarded if they perform the desired behavior
consistently.

It is generally believed that service education and training are necessary to help
employees learn how to provide sincere hospitality and how to use more appropri-
ate and possibly beneficial methods to manage their emotions (Ang Chooi Hwa
2012). In the current study, however, the surface and deep acting strategies a service
provider chose to comply with the emotional display rules were positively related
to emotional exhaustion. The high level of emotional exhaustion associated with
accomplishing the emotional tasks and expectations is more strongly related to a
negative emotional state toward the work environment, which service providers find
frustrating and unsatisfying.

The current research also demonstrated that performing natural acting was asso-
ciated with a decreased level of emotional exhaustion, which is consistent with the
recent finding of Picard et al. (2018). In line with an emotional dissonance approach
that previous research has taken, we attribute the positive effect of natural acting to a
minimal discrepancy between required and felt emotion. Because the felt emotional
matches display rules, service providers are less likely to work up the emotion in
the way surface acting or deep acting requires, rather feeling positive about them-
selves and their work might result in a sense of personal accomplishment, an intrin-
sic motivator.
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6 Conclusions, limitations and future research

The current study aimed to better understand emotional labor by examining an
emotional labor strategy that had largely been neglected in previous research,
natural acting, and also examined the moderating role of perceived fairness in
compensation on the negative outcomes of emotional labor. The results suggest
the need to recognize ‘natural acting’ as a distinct emotional strategy in research
on emotional labor.

Future research on emotional labor should benefit from taking a multi-dimen-
sional approach and comparing the impact of all three modes of emotional labor.
A future research agenda that is encourage by the current research would not only
incorporate a multinational approach to examining emotional labor strategies and
exhaustion, but also take into consideration organizational strategy when it comes
to customer service orientation (Lytle and Timmerman 2006) and its relationship
on organizational performance and its service employees.

Furthermore, while this study focused on the relationship between natural
acting and emotional exhaustion, and the eventual association with job satisfac-
tion, emotional exhaustion is also considered to be a primary antecedent meas-
ure for other job-related attitudes such as organizational commitment (Babakus
et al. 1999; Rutherford et al. 2009) and turnover (Lee and Ashforth 1996; Wright
and Cropanzano 1998; Shih-Tse Wang 2014; Hur et al. 2016a, b). Future research
could adopt a robust methodology allowing for a causal examination of the effect
of natural acting on different job-related attitudes and outcomes that have been
studied extensively in the context of surface- and deep acting.

Although emotional labor tends to be considered in the context where employ-
ees are expected to express positive emotions and suppress negative emotions, it is
important to note that the use of emotional acting does not always mean that the
service providers experience negative emotion but fictitiously express the positive
emotion; it means that the displayed emotion differs from the felt emotion. Future
research would benefit from seeing the differences in three modes of emotional labor
on the types of emotions as well as the mechanism underlying emotional expression.

While perceived fairness in compensation was found to be effective in reduc-
ing the negative effect of emotional exhaustion on job satisfaction, more research
studying the effective management of tangible and intangible rewards would be
valuable. For example, the perceived fairness in compensation not only moderates
the negative influence of emotional exhaustion on job satisfaction but also ena-
bles the service providers in managing work-related stress and coping with work
pressure more effectively (Amabile et al. 1994). Further research to understand
the relationships between three modes of emotional labor and reward system as
well as their relative impact on various job-related outcomes would be beneficial.

Finally, Ashforth and Humphrey (1993) proposed that compliance with display
rules through surface acting or deep acting might, over time, foster alignment
between the expression of emotion and the experience of emotion, i.e., natural
acting. Studies examining the dynamics of an evolutional aspect of emotional
labor strategies is an avenue ripe for future research.
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Although this study has several important theoretical and managerial impli-
cations, it is important to also mention its limitations. The sample consisted of
respondents from a single country (i.e., South Korea), suggesting that the results of
this study need to be validated in other countries and/or settings. Therefore, future
studies investigating other national settings to see if emotional labor strategies have
an effect on emotional exhaustion, and subsequent job satisfaction would comple-
ment this study nicely (Fig. 1).
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