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ABSTRACT The purpose of this paper was to inquire how policy-strength and social sharing of emotion moderate
the relationship between emotional labor strategies and customer-directed sabotage behaviors. Survey was administered
twice. Data was collected from 788 employees who work in service industry. Hierarchical regression analyses
showed that surface acting is a more significant predictor of customer-directed sabotage behaviors than deep
acting. Moreover, policy strength has a significant moderating effect between surface acting and customer-directed
sabotage, and social sharing of emotion has an important mediated effect between deep acting and customer-
directed sabotage. Results suggested that surface acting and deep acting strategy take effects in different ways, and
each effect varies depending on emotion-based moderator and resource-based moderator respectively.
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INTRODUCTION

Emotional labor is a necessary part in service
industry. It proved to be effective on many orga-
nizational outcomes, such as well-being and
strain, emotional exhaustion (Grandey 2003; Ali-
cia et al. 2015), and withdrawal behaviors. The
effective management of emotional labor was
proved to be vital to the survival of organiza-
tions (Estelami 2000; Tsung and Hu 2013; Golfen-
shtein and Drach 2015). So the attention should
be paid to emotional labor from both research
and practice.

Deviant behavior has caused researchers’
interest recently. It is one kind of organizational
outcome, including workplace aggression and
violation, sabotage, and many other forms. Emo-
tional labor is a negative consequence of devi-
ant behaviors, but few have taken employees’
deviant behavior as a consequence of emotional
labor into research. In fact, emotion plays a cen-
tral role in employees’ deviant behavior. It (Bech-
toldt et al. 2007) indicated that surface acting
may predict employees’ deviant behaviors, since
the gained gratification from such behaviors
would compensate for the negative emotions got
from customers, and such behaviors could also
provide them opportunity to escape from the
emotional dissonance caused by surface acting.

However, employees can develop a more direct
relationship with customers, because their main
job is interacting with customers, and this direct
relationship can also provide employees the op-
portunity to gain and lose resources. So that
employees will be more possible to direct their
retaliation efforts toward the customers when
experiencing negative emotions and emotional
dissonance which is caused by surface acting.
Therefore the research proposes that customer-
directed sabotage behavior will be a more proxi-
mal consequence caused by surface acting, com-
pared with the long-run organizational deviant
behavior. As to deep acting, it is less possible to
lead to deviant behaviors without such emotional
dissonance.

Objectives

Policy strength and social sharing of emo-
tion have received limited attention. The research
attempts to add them into the relationship be-
tween emotional labor strategies and customer-
directed sabotage. This can extend the emotion-
al labor field. Policy strength refers to the extent
of effectiveness that rules can inspire employ-
ees’ to deliver proper emotions (Bacharach et al.
2002), which can increase their identification of
rules, and reduce the possibility for surface act-
ing to induce emotional dissonance. Social shar-
ing of emotion can be regarded as a way to gain
social resource, which can make up for the re-
source loss from deep acting. The research pro-
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poses that policy strength will regulate the rela-
tionship between surface acting and sabotage,
and social sharing of emotion will moderate the
relationship between deep acting and sabotage.

METHODOLOGY

Participants and Procedures

Data was collected from 12 big hospitals in
Eastern China via two-wave surveys the sample
consisted of nurses, doctors and other medical
personnel. One thousand and fourteen employ-
ees responded to the 1st survey, eight hundred
and ninety-nine responded to the 2nd and 788 of
them completed both steps of the data collec-
tion. The participants were disproportionally fe-
male (with a valid percent of 78.8), were 25.49
years old on average (SD=2.34), and education
average (SD=1.54) was 15.12 years.

The data collection included two waves.
Demographic variables (age, sex and education),
other control variables (negative affect and neu-
roticism), the two kinds of emotional labor, sur-
face acting and deep acting, and policy strength
were measured in the 1st wave, while customer-
directed sabotage behavior was measured in the
2nd wave.

Data Collection Tools

The researchers measured two control vari-
ables: neuroticism (Big Five) and negative affect
(PANAS-NA) in the study. An 8-item subscale
of the 40-item Big Five Personality Inventory was
used to be measure neuroticism. In this scale,
participants were asked to respond on a 9-point
scale (‘1’ indicated ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘9’
indicated ‘strongly agree’). Negative affect was

measured by PANAS-NA, which included 10
items in the subscale. Participants were asked to
respond on a 5-point scale (‘1’ indicated ‘strongly
disagree’ and ‘5’ indicated ‘strongly agree’).

An 8-item survey of emotional labor, which
was originally advanced by Brotheridge and Lee
(2002) and Grandey (2003), was used to measure
surface acting (5 items) and deep acting (3 items).
Participants were asked to answer the items on a
5-point scale (‘1’ = ‘never’ and ‘5’=‘always’).

A 7-item scale is used to measure policy
strength, which is the extent of policy enhance-
ment inside the call center, according to the re-
search (Bacharach et al. 2002). The instructions
for this scale read “Please rate the extent to which
you agree with each statement according to your
true experience” (1 = “strongly disagree” to 5 =
“strongly agree”).

A 4-item scale adapted from the study (Gable
et al. 2004) was used to measure social sharing of
emotion. Participants were told to respond their
frequency of sharing their experience of emotions
and events to close others on a 5-point scale (‘1’
indicated ‘never’ and ‘5’ indicated ‘always’).

A five-item behavior checklist developed by
Skarlicki et al. (2008) was used to assess employ-
ees’ customer-directed sabotage behavior. Par-
ticipants were instructed to report the frequency
of behaviors they had used in treating custom-
ers on a 5-point scale (1 = “Never” to 5 = “Fre-
quently”).

RESULTS

The data was analyzed by SPSS 18.0. The
means, standard deviations, Pearson correlations
among all study variables and coefûcient alphas
of each variable were presented in Table 1. Both
control variables showed significant associations

Table 1: Means, standard deviations, reliabilities and correlations among study variables

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

1.Age 25.49 2.34 -
2.Education 15.12 1.54 .05 -
3.Sex - - .01 .02 -
4.Neuroticism 3.88 1.13 -.06 .03 .07 (.76)
5.Negative Affect 2.27 .66 -.10** -.08* -.02 .50** (.86)
6.Surface acting 3.26 .86 -.09* -.01 -.02 .18** .30** (.84)
7.Deep acting 4.04 .67 .04 .04 .03 -.17** -.04 .20** (.83)
8.Policy strength 3.77 .60 .01 -.02 -.03 -.09* .03 .12** .31** (.81)
9.Social sharing 2.23 .63 -.20** .05 .03 .12** .14** .12** -.01 -.03 (.77)
10.Customer-directed 1.11 .34 -.03 -.05 .01 .10** .15** .12** -.05 -.07* .17** (.87)
  sabotage behaviors

Note: N = 788. *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, values on the diagonal are coefficient alphas
Gender was coded 1 for men and 2 for women.
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with customer-directed sabotage behaviors (r
=0.10, p<0.01; r =0.15, p<0.01, respectively). Sur-
face acting demonstrated significant positive
associations with customer-directed sabotage
behaviors; however, deep acting didn’t show
significant associations with customer-directed
sabotage behaviors. Policy strength and social
sharing also showed significant associations
with customer-directed sabotage behaviors. Sur-
face acting and deep acting were also remark-
ably associated with one another (r = 0.20,
p<0.01).

Hierarchical moderated regression analyses
were used to examine the relationships between
variables. Results from these analyses can be
found in Table 2. Sex, age, education, neuroti-
cism and negative affect were entered in step 1
as control variables. Independent variables (that
is, surface acting and deep acting) and modera-
tors (that is, policy strength and social sharing)
were entered in step 2, and interactions of inde-
pendent variables and moderators were entered
in step 3. Customer-directed sabotage behavior
was entered as the dependent variable. The re-
search concentrates all main effect variables to
compute interaction terms (Cohen et al. 2003).

As indicated in Table 2, when controlling for
age, sex, education, neuroticism and NA, the
coefficient of surface acting’s main effect is sta-
tistically considerable in Step 2 (standardized
β=.10, p<.01). Surface acting is positively related

with customer-directed sabotage behaviors. And
Table 2 also showed the coefficient of the main
effect of deep acting insignificant (standardized
β =-.04, p>.05).So deep acting is not related to
customer-directed sabotage behaviors.

Moderation effects were distinguished when
the corresponding interaction term had a signif-
icant β coefficient, and interactions were out-
lined using the values of “1 and +1 sd of the
observed distribution for each variable
to represent the moderation effects. A test of sim-
ple slopes analysis demonstrated that, when
policy strength is high, customer-directed sabo-
tage behaviors is not significantly predicted by
surface acting (β=.014, p>.05). However, this re-
lationship is significant when policy strength is
low (β=.070, p<.01). The relationship between
surface acting and customer-directed sabotage
behaviors would be moderated by policy
strength, and the interaction between surface
acting and policy strength was statistically sig-
nificant (β=-.08, p<.05). This interaction is illus-
trated in Figure1.

A test of simple slopes analysis demonstrat-
ed that, to those who share their emotions more
frequently, customer-directed sabotage behav-
iors is negatively predicted by deep acting (β=-
.076, p<.01). However, this relationship is insig-
nificant when frequency of social sharing is low
(β=.035, p>.05). The relationship between deep
acting and customer-directed sabotage behav-

Table 2: Regression analysis results on customer-directed sabotage

Variables entered                        Step 1                  Step 2                                  Step 3

   â    s.e.   Beta     â     s.e.  Beta       â     s.e.     Beta

Step1: Control Variables
Age -.00 .01 -.02 .00 .01 .02 .00 .01 .02
Sex .01 .03 .01 .01 .03 .01 .02 .03 .02
Education -.01 .01 -.04 -.01 .01 -.05 -.01 .01 -.05
Neuroticism .01 .01 .03 -.00 .01 -.01 -.00 .01 -.01
Negative affect .07** .02 .13** .05* .02 .10* .05* .02 .09*

Step 2: Main Effects
Surface acting .04* .02 .10* .04** .02 .10**

Deep acting -.02 .02 -.04 -.02 .02 -.04
Policy strength -.05* .02 -.08* -.05** .02 -.09**

Social sharing .09** .02 .16** .08** .02 .15**

Step 3: Interactions
S×policy strength -.05* .02 -.08*

S×social sharing .06 .03 .07
D×policy strength .02 .03 .03
D×social sharing -.09** .03 -.11**

R2 .024** .066** .092**

ΔR2 .024** .041** .026**

Note: N = 788. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. â  represents the unstandardized regression coefficient,
Beta represents the standardized regression coefficient.  S: surface acting.  D: deep acting.
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iors would be moderated by social sharing of
emotion, and the interaction between deep act-
ing and social sharing was statistically signifi-
cant (β=-.11, p<.01). This interaction is illustrat-
ed in Figure 2.

DISCUSSION

This research is one of the first to investi-
gate the relation between emotional labor strate-
gies and customer-directed sabotage, also the
first to explore moderators in the relationships of
them. Through integrating the emotion path and
resource path of emotion labor, the research made
a comparison between surface acting’s and deep
acting’s influence on customer-directed sabo-
tage. Specifically, when controlling for age, sex,
education, neuroticism and negative affect, pol-
icy strength materially moderated the relation
between surface acting and customer-directed
sabotage as an emotion-based moderator, and
the relationship between deep acting and cus-
tomer-directed sabotage was significantly mod-
erated by social sharing of emotion as a resource-
based moderator. The research fills gaps in former
studies by concentrating on a more specific sab-
otage (that is, customer-directed sabotage), dis-
covering the limit conditions under which the
relations between employees’ emotional labor
strategies and customer-directed sabotage is
enhanced or weakened, and improving research
methodology with a two-wave design.

 As seen in Table 2 that surface acting is
positively associated to customer-directed sab-
otage behavior, but the relation is insignificant
between deep acting and customer-directed sab-
otage behavior. That is to say, when employees
use surface acting when communicating with
customers, the more emotion labor is used, the
more sabotage behaviors will be produced to-
wards customers. However, when deep acting is
used, the extent of emotion labor used will not
increase customer-directed sabotage behaviors.
Furthermore, previous research only took a gen-
eral view on deviant behaviors (Shanock et al.
2013), but the researchers’ findings specified
deviant behavior by taking only customer-direct-
ed sabotage into research. In this way the re-
searchers’ finding extends previous theoretical
framework by adding a new behavioral outcome
into research when comparing different emotional
labor strategies. Results proved that deep act-
ing can increase emotional accordance, because
it is more difficult for individuals to distance them-

selves from the position in this case, and the
positive effect can balance out its negative ef-
fect of resource consuming. This result support-
ed the conservation of resource theory that sur-
face acting is less positive than deep acting
(Brotheridge and Lee 2002; Becker and Cropan-
zano 2015). This finding also had practical impli-
cations, that employees should be encouraged
and trained to choose deep acting when inter-
acting with customers, in order to prevent unde-
sirable behaviors. In further, training programs
that intend to increase employees’ engagement
in deep acting and decrease their surface acting
should be adopted, on the base that validity of
such programs has already been tested (Nair and
Bhatnagar 2011).

The current study also found two distinct
moderators which moderates the relation between
emotion labor strategies and customer-directed
sabotage behaviors. Policy strength is an emo-
tion-based moderator which affects the relation-
ship between surface acting and customer-di-
rected sabotage behaviors, and social sharing
of emotion is a resource-based moderator, which
affects the relationship between deep acting and
customer-directed sabotage behaviors. By exam-
ining variables that moderate the emotion path
and the resource path respectively, we can gain
a better awareness of the mechanisms how sur-
face and deep acting strategies predict employ-
ees’ sabotage behaviors distinctly.

Policy Strength Moderates Surface
Acting–Sabotage Relationship

Figure1 illustrates that surface acting can no
longer increase customer-directed sabotage be-
haviors when policy strength is high. This result
proved the policy enhancement perspective of
managerial control theory that clear and effec-
tive rules can reduce the possibility that employ-
ees adopt sabotage behaviors to customers (Ba-
charach et al. 2002), which contributed to the
theoretical framework on emotional labor by add-
ing that supervisory support climate is an impor-
tant factor for diminishing the negative effect
caused by surface acting. However, this moder-
ator only takes effect when employees use sur-
face acting instead of deep acting. When deep
acting, individuals is more difficult to distance
themselves from their position (Yüksel 2014), they
tend to obey the emotion display rules more ini-
tiatively, without any need of external encour-
agement or supervision. In this way sabotage
behaviors can be hardly induced. However,
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when surface acting employees are unwilling to
behave friendly unless being supervised
(Grandey 2003), in this situation policy strength
will matter in determining whether surface acting
can lead to customer-directed sabotage.

This finding can also inspire managers or
supervisors practically. The result indicated that,
a clear policy system regulating proper emotion
expressions inside an organization can effective-
ly buffer the negative effect caused by surface
acting. Supervisors of service industry should
be encouraged to pay more attention to the pre-
scription of policies rewarding proper behaviors

and punishing problematic behaviors, in order
to develop good relationships with customers.

Social Sharing Moderates Deep
Acting–Sabotage Relationship

Figure 2 illustrates that only when employ-
ees share their emotions with others can deep
acting help decrease customer-directed sabotage
behaviors. This study has revealed a negative
relationship between one kind of emotional la-
bor and customer-directed sabotage behavior
under certain circumstance. Gable et al. (2004)

Fig.1. Policy strength moderates the relationship between surface acting and customer-directed sabo-
tage behaviors
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Fig. 2. Social sharing moderates the relationship between deep acting and customer-directed sabotage
behaviors
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indicated that social sharing can help individu-
als improve positive emotions beyond the posi-
tive event itself. Similarly, our finding indicated
that social sharing of emotion can help enhance
deep acting’s positive influence in resolving
emotional dissonance, and this positive effect
transcended the negative aspect of resource loss.
This finding opens implications for future study
to explore more positive aspects of emotional
labor in answering for Seligmen and Csikszent-
mihalyi’s (2000) call for more attention on posi-
tive aspects in psychology researches, since
most researches concentrate only on the nega-
tive aspect emotional labor.

The current finding also offers a way to help
service workers better decrease their problemat-
ic behaviors towards customers when having to
involve in emotional labor, that is, to share their
experience and emotions more with others. So-
cial sharing can provide employees with more
social resource, and make up for the resource
loss caused by deep acting. However, this com-
pensation is only effective to deep acting, but
inadequate to make up for the resource loss
caused by surface acting, which in further proved
the conservation of resource theory that surface
acting is more resource consuming than deep
acting (Brotheridge and Lee 2002; Sapepa et al.
2015 ).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, in view of the importance to
take a deeper look at the emotional labor phe-
nomenon in organizations, the research aims to
contribute to customer service research frame-
work in the following ways. First, formers stud-
ies only view deviant behaviors in general to
discuss the effect of emotional labor, but this
research chooses a more direct effect variable,
customer-directed sabotage, to differentiate the
mechanisms of surface acting and deep acting
affecting employees’ sabotage behaviors. Sec-
ond, the research in further seek for potential
moderators in the relationship above to promote
the understanding of how emotional labor strat-
egies affect customer-directed sabotage under
different conditions. Third, by using a two-wave
design and taking emotion path and resource
path together in discussing the difference be-
tween surface acting and deep acting, both meth-
odology and theoretical basis have been
strengthened in the current study. The current

study can also benefit managerial practices in
preventing employees’ problematic behaviors.

The research also plays a part on the emo-
tional labor literature via an improvement in re-
search methodology. Until now, most research-
es that have concentrate on the impact of emo-
tional labor used cross-sectional surveys, which
failed to test the direction of causality and the
only way to exclude the existence of reversed
direction was theoretical deduction. However, in
the current study we used a two-wave design,
that causal variables (surface acting and deep
acting) was measured in the 1st wave and the
effect variable (that is, customer-directed sabo-
tage) was measured in the 2nd wave, which satis-
fied the antecedent condition to establish caus-
al relationships.

RECOMMENDATIONS

In summary, since both of the emotion labor
strategies (surface acting and deep acting), have
different mechanisms in effecting customer-di-
rected sabotage, methods to promote better out-
comes should be taken differently according to
the strategy used. In general, deep acting should
be encouraged among customers since it brings
more positive effects, and this positive effect will
more significant when employees have access
to sharing their emotions with others. But when
employees cannot regulate their strategy of emo-
tion labor, and have to use surface acting, nega-
tive effects can be prevented if the organization
can provide effective policies regulating proper
behaviors.
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