
Emotional labor involves the expression of socially desirable
emotions in interpersonal interactions (Ashforth & Humphrey,
1993). It is generally associated with service work involving frequent
interactions with customers that require workers to display a variety
of emotions of varying degrees of intensity (Morris & Feldman,
1996). It is a form of emotion regulation that is accomplished
through either surface or deep acting (Brotheridge & Lee, 1998). In
performing surface acting, workers express required emotions
without actually feeling them by hiding their real feelings and
displaying ‘fake’ emotions. In performing deep acting, workers also
express the required emotions but do so by attempting to summon
these emotions within themselves; thus, they focus on bringing their
external emotional display and internal feelings into alignment.

In general, existing research has focused primarily on
emotional labor’s situational antecedents such as the frequency,
variety, and intensity of emotional display (Morris & Feldman,
1996), and its consequences for worker well-being and
performance. Existing research supports the need to distinguish
surface acting from deep acting given that these aspects of
emotional labor do not have a uniform impact on outcome
variables. For example, whereas surface acting has been
associated with increased emotional exhaustion, deep acting tends
to generate feelings of personal accomplishment (Brotheridge &
Lee, 2002). Indeed, although Hochschild (1983) argued that the
external regulation of the emotions expressed by workers in
service interactions would have pernicious effects, research
suggests that what matters most is their internal regulation; i.e.,
how service workers choose to regulate their own emotional
expression. As such, it is necessary to consider individual
difference factors that might influence emotional regulation levels
in service workers. The role of emotional intelligence and other
individual difference variables in the process of performing
emotional labor has generally been ignored (Bono & Vey, 2003).
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This study found a significant positive relationship between emotional intelligence (MSCEIT) and deep
acting (making an effort to feel emotions that are required in interpersonal interactions) in a sample of
service workers. Surface acting (faking displayed emotions and hiding personal feelings) was positi-
vely associated with emotional awareness. Emotional intelligence did not add to the prediction of va-
riance in emotional labor beyond situational demands, nor did it moderate the relationship between si-
tuational demands and emotional labor. Thus, workers’ level of emotional intelligence did not appear
to influence the nature of the emotional labor that was performed given situational demands. Rather,
the key role of emotional intelligence seemed to be as a predictor of the perceived situational demands,
which, in turn, predicted the nature of emotional labor that was performed. Workers with higher levels
of emotional intelligence were found to be more likely to perceive the need to frequently display emo-
tions as part of their work role and perform deep acting in response to these situational demands.

El papel de la inteligencia emocional y otras variables de diferencias individuales en la predicción del
trabajo emocional relacionado con demandas situacionales. Este estudio encontró una relación posi-
tiva significativa entre la inteligencia emocional (MSCEIT) y el comportamiento profundo (hacer un
esfuerzo para sentir las emociones que requieren las interacciones interpersonales) en una muestra de
asistentes sociales. El comportamiento superficial (fingir las emociones que se muestran y ocultar los
sentimientos personales) se asoció positivamente con la conciencia emocional. La inteligencia emo-
cional no predijo la varianza del trabajo emocional por encima de las demandas situacionales, ni mo-
deró la relación entre las demandas situacionales y el trabajo emocional. Así, el nivel de inteligencia
emocional de los trabajadores no parece influir en la naturaleza del trabajo emocional realizado en las
demandas situacionales. Más bien, el papel clave de la inteligencia emocional parece ser el de predic-
tor de las demandas situacionales percibidas, las cuales a su vez predijeron la naturaleza del trabajo
emocional realizado. Los trabajadores con niveles más altos de inteligencia emocional fueron los más
propensos a percibir la necesidad de mostrar frecuentemente emociones como parte de su trabajo y rea-
lizar un comportamiento profundo en respuesta a estas demandas situacionales.

Correspondence: Céleste M. Brotheridge
École des sciences de la gestion
Université du Québec à Montréal
QC H3C 4R2 Montréal
E-mail: grimard-brotheridge.celeste@uqam.ca

Psicothema 2006. Vol. 18, supl., pp. 139-144 ISSN 0214 - 9915 CODEN PSOTEG
www.psicothema.com Copyright © 2006 Psicothema



This is consistent with the dearth of research examining the
relationship between individual differences and service delivery
(Hurley, 1998). This research contributes to the literature that
addresses the issue of the relative effects of the situation versus
individual dispositions on behavior in the workplace (Davis-Blake
& Pfeffer, 1989; George, 1992).  

Research in self-monitoring (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000) and
emotional regulation (Gross, 1998) has found that there are
considerable differences in the extent to which individuals adjust
their emotions in response to the social environment (Friedman &
Miller-Herringer, 1991). Indeed, researchers considered dispositional
factors to be more effective predictors of affective responses to work
than situational factors (Newton & Keenan, 1991). As argued by
Schneider (1987, p. 437), «the attributes of people, not the nature of
the external environmental or organizational technology, or
organizational structure, are the fundamental determinants of
organizational behavior.» This line of reasoning was supported by
research evidence that attitudes tend to be consistent despite
changing situational contingencies (Staw & Ross, 1985). 

The present research examines the extent to which emotional
intelligence contributes to the explanation of surface and deep
acting beyond situational factors (the frequency, duration, and
intensity of emotional display). This study considers whether the
nature of and the extent of emotional labor that is performed is due
to individual differences, situational demands, or the interaction of
dispositional and situational contingencies. 

Emotional intelligence

Individual differences serve as interactional competencies that
facilitate or, in the case of negative affectivity, hinder role
performance (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). Emotional intelligence is
included in the study rather than more general traits covered by five-
factor model of personality because, as argued by Paunonen and
Nicol (2001), unidimensional measures of personality traits are
more likely to result in a more accurate understanding of the specific
antecedents of behavior. Although multiple conceptualizations of
emotional intelligence exist, the current study employs the
definition developed by Mayer and Salovey (1997, p. 10):

Emotional intelligence involves the ability to perceive
accurately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability to access
and/or generate feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability to
understand emotion and emotional knowledge; and the ability to
regulate emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth.

As measured in this study, emotional intelligence consists of
four interrelated branches (Mayer & Salovey, 1997; Brackett &
Salovey, 2006). The first and most basic capacity that is thought to
serve as the foundation for the other branches is the ability to
accurately perceive emotions generated internally or externally by
other individuals or in other sources such as literature, art, or
things (Branch 1 - Perception of Emotion). The second branch, the
ability to use emotions to facilitate mental processes and
communicate emotions, enhances one’s flexibility in these areas
(Branch 2 - Emotional Facilitation of Thought). The third branch
involves the ability to understand the nature and meaning of
emotions and to use this information in reasoning processes
(Branch 3 - Understanding Emotion). The final branch consists of
managing or regulating emotions in others and oneself in a manner
that facilitates understanding and well-being (Branch 4 -
Managing Emotion).

Mayer and Salovey (1995) posited that emotionally intelligent
people were more adaptive in regulating their emotions and, as a
result, were more likely to: (a) attempt to present emotions that are
pro-social and pro-individual; and (b) be flexible in regulating
their emotions so that they are appropriate given the situation.
They also argued that people who possess low levels of emotional
intelligence were more likely to engage in emotional responses
that are defensive in nature and that do not involve reframing. In
contrast, highly emotionally intelligent individuals were more
likely to engage in emotions that are adaptive to situational
demands and to use reframing and other methods that «are
consistent with one’s outlook on emotional responding» (Mayer &
Salovey, 1995, p. 205). Thus, individuals with high levels of
emotional intelligence should be able to regulate their emotions
more flexibly than their low emotional intelligence counterparts
(Lopes, Grewal, Kadis, Gall, & Salovey, 2006). The only study
that has examined the relationship between emotional intelligence
and aspects of emotional labor yielded mixed results. Totterdell
and Holman (2003) found that emotional intelligence was
associated with individuals’ ability to engage in positive
refocusing but was not associated with differences in negative
affect regulation, meeting display obligations, perspective taking,
and faking emotions. These results may have been influenced by
the self-report nature of the measure of emotional intelligence that
was used in the study.

Mechanisms of influence for emotional intelligence

There are several potential mechanisms through which
emotional intelligence may influence the performance of
emotional labor (see figure 1; based on Moyle, 1995). Although
the additive and moderating effects of personal characteristics on
outcomes are familiar and popular (e.g., Houkes, Janssen, de
Jonge, & Bakker, 2003), two additional relationships, confound
and indirect effects, are possible. In a confound situation,
emotional intelligence influences both the extent to which
situational factors are perceived and the nature of the response to
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the situational demands. An indirect effect occurs when workers’
dispositions have an effect on how they perceive and experience
their jobs, which in turn, affects the emotional labor that they
perform (e.g., Schaubroek & Jones, 2000; Spector, Jex, & Chen,
1995). These four mechanisms of influence represent competing
models and are hypothesized as follows:

H1: Model A - Direct or additive model: Both emotional
intelligence and situational demands directly influence
how emotional labor is performed and contribute
independently to variance in emotional labor.

H2: Model B - Moderator model: Levels of emotional
intelligence affect the relationship between situational
demands and emotional labor such that workers with low
levels of emotional intelligence are more attentive and
reactive to situational demands.  

H3: Model C - Confound model: Emotional intelligence
contributes to the existence of spurious relationships
between situational and emotional labor variables, thus
inflating their relationship and reducing their association
when emotional intelligence is controlled. 

H4: Model D - Indirect model: Emotional intelligence
conditions or influences the perception of situational
demands which, in turn, influence the extent of emotional
labor performed.  

These hypotheses suggest the potential for several alternative
relationships. Emotional intelligence will be associated with both
situational demands and emotional labor (direct effects; figure 1a).
At the same time, situational demands will predict emotional
labor. Alternatively, controlling for emotional intelligence will
reduce the strength of the relationship between situational
demands and emotional labor (confound; figure 1c). Emotional
intelligence will moderate the relationship between situational
demands and emotional labor (moderator; figure 1b). Emotional
intelligence will predict the perception of situational demands,
which, in turn, will predict the nature of emotional labor
performed (indirect effects; figure 1d).

Method

Participants

Study participants included 188 undergraduate students at a
Canadian university who were employed on a part-time basis in
service occupations including: retail sales, restaurant servers, and
hotel catering staff. The participants were an average of 23.17
years old (SD 6.46), and approximately 60 percent of the sample
was male. Participants completed the measures in two stages over
a two month period: Time 1: emotional intelligence; Time 2:
emotional labor and its situational predictors.

Measures

Emotional Intelligence. This study employed the online version
of the MSCEIT (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2000; 141 items, v
2.0) as its measure of emotional intelligence. The MSCEIT was
employed because of its strengths in several areas: (a) since the
MSCEIT measures ability, there are fewer concerns regarding
response set and other issues that are common in self-report
measures; (b) its overall and branch scores have strong reliability;

and (c) its low correlations with personality measures indicates that
it measures unique variance in criterion variables (Mayer et al.,
2000). An overall emotional intelligence score was computed
(MSCEIT total; α= .80) in addition to two area level scores
including: (a) Emotional Experiencing (α= .86), which measures
«how accurately a person can ‘read’ and express emotion, and how
well a person can compare that emotional stimulation to other
experiences» (Mayer et al., 2000, p. 47); and (b) Emotional
Reasoning (α= .79), which measures «how accurately a person
understands what emotions signify… and how emotions in
him/herself and others can be managed» (Mayer et al., 2000, p. 47).
The MSCEIT also provides scores for four branches as follows:

1. Branch 1- Perception of Emotion: the ability to accurately
perceive emotions in faces (Section A) and pictures (Section E);

2. Branch 2 - Emotional Facilitation of Thought: the ability to
use emotions to as an aid in reasoning (Section B:
Facilitation; Section F: Synesthesia);

3. Branch 3 - Understanding Emotion: the ability to
understand changes (Section C) and blends (Section G) in
emotions.

4. Branch 4 - Managing Emotion: the ability to manage emotions
in relationships (Section H) and oneself (Section D).

These scores were compared with those of a standardization
sample whose mean is a score of 100 (SD 15).

Emotional Labor and its Situational Predictors.The Emotional
Labour Scale (Brotheridge & Lee, 2003) was used to measure the
frequency (3 items, α= .52), intensity (3 items, α= .81), and
variety (3 items, α= .79) of emotional display as well as surface
acting (3 items, α= .80) and deep acting (3 items, α= .83).
Respondents used a five-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5
(always) to rate how frequently they performed specific behaviors
on an average day at work. Sample items include: [How frequently
do you] «display specific emotions required by your job»
(frequency), «display many different emotions when interacting
with others» (variety), «pretend to have emotions that I don’t
really feel» (surface acting), and «try to actually experience the
emotions that I must show» (deep acting). 

Results

Means, standard deviations and zero-order correlations

As indicated in table 1, whereas deep acting is moderately and
significantly correlated with all three situational demands, it is
only weakly (but significantly) correlated with MSCEIT (total
score), the reasoning form of emotional intelligence, and
emotional management. Deep acting is approaching significance
in its relationship with experiencing and facilitating emotions.
Surface acting is weakly but significantly correlated with
frequency and variety of emotional display, and approaching
significance in its relationship with identifying emotions. 

Regression analyses

Given that previous research has found gender differences in
emotional intelligence when measured with the MSCEIT, gender
was entered as a control variable in all the regression analyses that
were performed. In Model A, emotional intelligence makes an
independent contribution to the prediction of deep acting and
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surface acting beyond that of situational demands (figure 1a). To
test this model, a hierarchical regression was performed in which
gender was entered as the first step, situational demands were
entered at the second step, and emotional intelligence was entered
at the third step. These analyses found that emotional intelligence,
whether measured as a total score, area scores, or branch scores,
did not contribute to the explanation of emotional labor (either
deep or surface acting) beyond the situational demands. In all
cases, the value of the adjusted r-square remained the same as a
result of the addition of the MSCEIT variable(s). 

In Model B, emotional intelligence moderates the relationship
between situational demands and emotional labor (figure 1b). In
other words, a respondent’s level of emotional intelligence affects
the impact of situational demands on levels of emotional labor. To
test this model, hierarchical regression was performed in which
gender was entered as the first step, situational demands were
entered at the second step, emotional intelligence at the third step,
and the interaction term (emotional intelligence x situational
demands) was entered in the final step. Neither the addition of
emotional intelligence nor the interaction term contributed to the
explanation of emotional labor (either deep or surface acting)
beyond situational demands. As with Model A, the value of the
adjusted r-square did not change significantly as a result of the
addition of the MSCEIT variable(s). 

In Model C, emotional intelligence contributes to a spurious
relationship between situational demands and emotional labor. If
this spurious relationship exists, then controlling for emotional
intelligence should reduce the extent of the relationship between
situational demands and emotional labor (figure 1c). Baron and
Kenney’s (1986) mediated regression test was used to examine the
presence of confounding effects. The first requirement of this test
is that emotional intelligence be significantly correlated with both
situational demands and emotional labor. A review of the
correlations provided in table 1 indicates that a significant positive
zero-order correlation exists only between MSCEIT (total score)
and deep acting and MSCEIT (total score) and frequency of
emotional display. As such, only the deep acting, frequency, and
MSCEIT (total score) variables were considered for further
analyses. The second requirement, that frequency of emotional

display be correlated with deep acting, was also met. The third
requirement involves performing a regression analysis in which
deep acting is simultaneously regressed onto MSCEIT (total
score) and frequency of emotional display in Step 2 (with gender
entered in Step 1). A confounding effect would exist if emotional
intelligence, and notfrequency, predicted deep acting. This was
not found in the regression analysis.

In Model D, emotional intelligence predicts the perception of
situational demands, which, in turn, predict the nature of
emotional labor performed (figure 1d). These indirect effects were
tested through the use of Baron and Kenney’s (1986) mediated
regression test. As discussed in Model C, given that a significant
correlation existed only between MSCEIT (total score), deep
acting, and frequency of emotional display, only these three
variables were retained for the regression analysis. A regression
analysis was then performed in which deep acting was
simultaneously regressed onto MSCEIT (total score) and
frequency of emotional display. The frequency of emotional
display became the only significant predictor of deep acting, thus,
suggesting that it serves as a mediator between emotional
intelligence and deep acting (Baron & Kenney, 1986).

Discussion

Key findings

The primary purpose of this research was to examine the role
of emotional intelligence in the process of performing emotional
labor. The current study illustrates the multifaceted relationship
between emotional intelligence and emotional labor. The zero-
order correlations indicated that: (a) overall emotional intelligence
levels; and (b) an ability to read, understand, and manage emotions
were positively associated with deep acting (i.e., making an effort
to feel the emotions that need to be displayed) but not surface
acting (faking displayed emotions). In contrast, surface acting was
positively associated with the more basic capacity of accurately
perceiving emotions. These results suggest that the nature and
extent of one’s emotional intelligence may be implicated in how
emotional labor is performed. Emotionally intelligent individuals
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations for study variables (N= 159 to 166)

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

01 Deep acting 02.80 00.84

02 Surface acting 02.38 00.76 .02**

03 Intensity 02.66 00.76 .46** -.03**

04 Frequency 03.59 00.59 .36** -.23** -.52**

05 Variety 03.08 00.77 .47** -.13** - .72** .57**

06 MSCEIT total 95.31 16.73 .14** - .04** - .09** .26** .12t-

07 Area: experiencing 97.54 15.45 .12t-* - .07** - .14** .23** .12t- .86**

08 Area: reasoning 95.48 17.28 .14** - .00** - .03** .22** .09t- .89** .53**

09 Branch 1: emotional identification 99.65 14.89 .09** - .12t-* - .14** .19** .11t- .73** .90** .41**

10 Branch 2: emotional facilitation 96.64 15.69 .12t-* -.01** - .11t-* .22** .11t- .79** .86** .54** .55**

11 Branch 3: emotional understanding 97.61 16.65 .09** - .06** - .08** .22** .06t- .80** .49** .89** .37** .51**

12 Branch 4: emotional management 94.61 17.26 .16** -.06** -.03** .18** .11t- .78** .45** .90** .35** .45** .60**

Note: ** p≤0.01. * p≤0.05. t- p≤0.10



appear to choose deep acting as the means of expressing expected
emotions in interpersonal interactions. Deep acting is the most
adaptive form of emotion labor given that it is associated with a
sense of authenticity and personal accomplishment rather than
emotional exhaustion and depersonalization as is surface acting
(Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). 

The connection between emotional intelligence and emotional
labor, however, appears to be indirect in nature. Contrary to Model
A, this study did not find that emotional intelligence added to the
prediction of variance in emotional labor beyond situational
demands. However, a potential explanation for this result may be
that the nature of the situation affected the influence of personality
variables on service provision (Hurley, 1998). The participants in
this study were employed in occupations characterized by
relatively strong normative expectations regarding the nature,
frequency, and intensity of emotions to be displayed. This strong
situation may overpower the influence of individual differences
such as emotional intelligence and, thereby, weaken the strength of
the relationship between emotional intelligence and emotional

labor (Snyder & Ickes, 1985). In his review of the literature,
Hurley (1998) found that personality had stronger effects on
service delivery in jobs involving intimacy or in critical jobs.
Given the short duration of the service provision, the
standardization of the service delivery process (hence, the
extensive external control mechanisms that exist), and the social
versus intimate nature of the service interaction (Hurley, 1998),
the service providers in the current sample were more likely to
engage in brief encounters than in durable service relationships
(Gutek, Bhappu, Liao-Troth, & Cherry, 1999).

Emotional intelligence did not moderate the relationship
between situational demands and emotional labor in this study. In
other words, levels of emotional intelligence did not affect the
nature of the emotional labor that was performed given situational
demands. Rather, the key role of emotional intelligence seems to
be as a predictor of the perception of the situational demands
themselves, which, in turn, predict the nature of emotional labor
performed. Workers with higher levels of emotional intelligence
were more likely to perceive the need to frequently display
emotions as part of their work role and to perform deep acting in
response to these situational demands. More broadly, this suggests
that role requirements and demands will not necessarily be
perceived in a uniform manner.

Limitations and future research

The data for this study were collected at two points in time,
thus somewhat reducing the concerns associated with common
method bias. However, research should be undertaken that
examines the relationships among the study variables over time so
that causal relationships can be established. A longitudinal design
would also permit us to identify the sequential unfolding of deep
acting and surface acting. For example, it is possible that, as
workers begin to identify with their work over time, they progress
from performing primarily surface acting to deep acting.
Furthermore, research is needed that examines the role of
emotional intelligence in the relationship between emotional labor
and its outcomes given that emotional intelligence may intervene
at several points in this process. For example, beyond influencing
the perception of situational demands, emotional intelligence may
act to bolster the positive effects of deep acting and/or to buffer the
harmful effects of surface acting.

A cross-validation study should be undertaken that examines
the relationships among study variables for workers who engage
in durable service relationships (Gutek, Bhappu, Liao-Troth, &
Cherry, 1999). As indicated earlier, it is possible that such
occupations offer workers more room for autonomy and discretion
in how they respond to the emotional demands of work than do
occupations in which interactions are largely scripted in nature. It
is possible that emotional intelligence will have more predictive
power in the high-relationship, high-autonomy occupations given
that they are more ambiguously structured (Weiss & Adler, 1984).

A potential implication of this study and an area for future
study is the use of emotional intelligence measures in selecting
service workers. This study tentatively indicates that doing so may
yield a better person-job fit especially since emotional intelligence
is associated with deep acting, a healthier means of performing
emotional labor than surface acting. However, managers should be
cautioned against using a single assessment instrument as the basis
for selection screening, or attributing performance exclusively to
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Table 2
Regression analysis predicting surface acting and deep acting from situational 

demands and emotional intelligence (total score)

Model A Model B Models C
and D1

Deep Surface Deep Surface Deep
acting acting acting acting acting

β β β β β

Step 1
Gender -.20** -.05*** -.20* -.05*** -.12***

Step 2
Gender -.10** - .08*** -.10* - .08***
Intensity -.21** -.23*** - .21* -.23***
Frequency -.13** - .32*** -.13* - .32*** -.34***
Variety -.18** - .05*** - .18* - .05***

Step 3
Gender -.09** - .08*** -.09* - .08***
Intensity -.21** -.23*** - .21* -.23t-**
Frequency -.12** - .32*** -.12* - .32***
Variety -.18** - .05*** - .18* - .05***
MSCEIT total -.04** - .00*** - .04* - .00*** - .13***

Step 4
Gender -.09* - .08***
Intensity -.12* - .18***
Frequency -.05* - .65***
Variety -.09* - .48t-**
MSCEIT total -.15* - .88t-**
Situation ×
MSCEIT total -31* -1.46t-

Note: Gender: 0= male; 1= female. 
Model A: Deep Acting: R2= .04 for Step 1; R2= .23 for Step 2; R2= .23 for Step 3; t-R2=
.00 for Step 3 (ns).
Surface Acting: R2= .02 for Step 1; R2= .08 for Step 2; R2= .08 for Step 3; t-R2= .00 for
Step 3 (ns).
Model B: Deep Acting: R2= .03 for Step 1; R2= .23 for Step 2; R2= .23 for Step 3; R2=
.23 for Step 4; t-R2= .00 for Step 4 (ns).
Surface Acting: R2= .02 for Step 1; R2= .08 for Step 2; R2= .08 for Step 3; R2= .10 for
Step 4; t-R2= .02 for Step 4 (ns).
Model C: 1 All predictors entered simultaneously. Deep Acting: R2= .16

*** p≤0.001. ** p≤0.01. * p≤0.05. t- p≤0.10.t



individual differences (Hurley, 1998). Options such as employee
socialization and emotion management training may be useful in
supporting the productive displays of emotion in the workplace. In
requiring that employees present a certain ‘face’ in the workplace,
managers are acknowledging that work is, in essence, an
interpersonal arena, and that emotions play a fundamental role in
the day-to-day functioning of organizational life. If this is indeed

the case, then understanding the role of emotional intelligence in
building a healthy workplace is vital. 

Author note

An earlier version of this manuscript was presented at the 18th
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