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Abstract 

The present study examines how the emotional labor coping strategies that individuals adopt in 

their work and family lives relate to strain outcomes and well-being measured 1 year later. Data 

were collected from 301 substance abuse counselors working in treatment centers throughout the 

United States. Extending existing cross-sectional research on emotional labor at work, surface 

acting in both the work and family domain tended to have detrimental effects on strain and well-

being over time. Asymmetrical cross-domain effects were also found such that surface acting in 

the family predicted subsequent burnout on the job, whereas surface acting at work was not 

predictive of non-work satisfaction. The effects of deep acting were more complex and varied 

across work and family domains. Finally, significant differences in the pattern of relationships 

were found for men and women, highlighting the importance of examining gender in future 

research on emotional labor and the work-family interface.  
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Coping with Emotional Labor in the Work and Family Domain: A Longitudinal Study of Multi-

Domain Surface Acting, Multi-Domain Deep Acting, and Strain Outcomes 

Affective experiences and the felt emotions that accompany them are an important aspect 

of everyday life (Gray & Watson 2001, Stanley & Burrows 2001). Experiences in both the work 

domain and the family domain trigger a range of positive and negative affective reactions, and 

there is considerable evidence that affective experiences in one domain (e.g., work) spillover to 

influence outcomes in the other domain (e.g., family) (for a review, see Eby, Maher & Butts, in 

press). Work-family emotional spillover can be positive or negative, such that positive emotional 

experiences in one domain are associated with favorable outcomes in the other domain, just as 

negative emotional experiences in one domain can create unfavorable outcomes in the other 

domain. Although emotional experiences can run the gamut from positive to negative, decades of 

research across areas of psychology suggest that “bad is stronger than good” (Baumeister, 

Bratslavsky, Finkenauer & Vohs, 2001, p. 323) such that negative experiences, emotions, and 

cognitions tend to be more predictive of individual outcomes than comparable positive ones. As 

such, the present study focuses on the negative emotional demands associated with work and 

family life.  

To understand how emotional demands at work and in the family affect individual 

outcomes, it is necessary to consider individual differences in emotional regulation. Specifically, 

several streams of research suggest that the ability to appropriately regulate one’s emotions and 

effectively cope with emotional demands affect strain reactions and well-being. Most notably, 

Hochschild’s (1979, 1983) theory of emotional labor proposes that the work role has inherent 

emotional demands and individuals can adopt different strategies (i.e., surfacing acting or deep 

acting) to cope with these demands. Also central to Hochschild’s theorizing is the notion that the 
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coping strategy of deep acting (i.e., internalizing and actually trying to feel a role-prescribed 

emotion) is more effective than the coping strategy of surface acting (i.e., faking a role-

prescribed emotional reaction). While empirical research has examined emotional labor at work, 

emotional labor associated with family life has been largely ignored by organizational scholars. 

This is puzzling since family life can be fulfilling and psychologically rewarding, but it can also 

be emotionally draining, physically exhausting, and stressful (Beehr, Johnson, Nieva, & Hurrell, 

1995). Moreover, just like the work role the family role carries with it role-prescribed, expected 

behaviors. For example, a parent is supposed to act nurturing, helpful, and empathic toward 

children, just as a spouse is supposed to be supportive, understanding, and loving toward his or 

her partner.  

The present study examines how the emotional demands associated with work and family 

life influence strain and well-being outcomes. This study makes several unique contributions to 

the work-family literature. First, emotional labor regulation strategies adopted in both work and 

family life are considered as predictors of strain and well-being. No published research to date 

has examined the joint effects of surface and deep acting at work and at home on individual 

outcomes. Second, existing research is extended by examining cross-domain emotional labor 

regulation spillover. Specifically, in addition to examining how the emotional labor regulation 

strategies associated with the work role relate to work strain, the present study also examines 

how the emotional labor regulation strategies used in the family role influence work strain. 

Likewise, the emotional regulation strategies associated with family life are investigated as 

predictors of both overall well-being as well as strain reactions at work. Third, since sex role 

stereotypes prescribe different role expectations for men and women, the relationship between 

emotional labor coping strategies and individual outcomes are compared for men and women. 
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Finally, the research design used in the present investigation makes a methodological 

contribution by examining how emotional labor regulation strategies at work and at home at time 

1 affect strain and well-being one year later. This design feature allows for stronger inferences 

regarding the effects of emotional regulation on subsequent outcomes than previous research 

using cross-sectional designs (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002; Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Grandey, 

2003; Grandey, Kern, & Frone, 2007). It also answers the call for longitudinal research on 

emotional labor (e.g., Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Grandey, 2003) and work-family 

interactions (Casper, Eby, Bordeaux, Lockwood, & Burnett, 2007). 

Emotional Labor at Work 

Considerable research exists on the emotional demands associated with working life. 

Early research in this area focused on service-related occupations, arguing that in jobs that 

requires frequent, intense contact with clients or customers there are normative expectations or 

display rules regarding the expression of feelings and emotions (Ashforth & Humprey, 1993). 

For example, airline attendants are expected to be empathetic, friendly and helpful, even when 

dealing with irate and rude passengers. These role expectations can create emotional labor, 

which in turn necessitates the need to manage or regulate one’s true emotions and feelings “to 

create a publicly observable facial display” in order to earn a wage (Hochschild, 1983, p. 7). 

These display rules may formally acknowledged in job descriptions and training materials or 

informally reinforced by supervisors and co-workers (Grandey, 2000).  

 The practice of requiring or reinforcing emotional labor among employees suggests that it 

may actually help the organization’s bottom-line by improving profits and increasing customer 

service (e.g., Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1985; Pugh, 2001). However, emotional labor has 

numerous strain-related side-effects on employees including burnout, unfavorable work attitudes, 
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withdrawal behavior, and reduced well-being (for a review see Grandey, 2000 or Morris & 

Feldman, 1996). Moreover, some research indicates that requiring service employees to display 

certain service-oriented behaviors is associated with lower organizational performance (Rafaeli 

& Sutton, 1989), perhaps because sometimes the emotions required by service interactions are 

not genuinely experienced by the role occupant. 

Emotional Labor in the Family 

While the family role does not represent paid work, Zedeck (1992) argues convincingly 

that “work” occurs within the family. Although the specific duties differ, in both domains 

individuals are working on tasks aimed at reaching some goal. In the family this may include 

helping children with homework, cooking, cleaning, and engaging in family activities, among 

other things (Hall, 1986; Kanter, 1977). In seminal work on emotional labor, Hochschild (1983) 

further noted that emotion management is an on-going activity in all settings, not just the 

workplace. What makes emotional labor in the family different from that experienced in the 

work role is the fact that family role responsibilities are not mandated by a third party (i.e., one’s 

employer). Instead emotional labor in the family is negotiated by individual family members 

(Hochschild, 1983) and influenced by both idiosyncratic family dynamics and societal 

expectations for various family roles such as the role of mother, father, and spouse.  

 Although not empirically examined in the industrial/organizational psychology literature, 

scholars have long acknowledged that family roles carry with them emotional requirements. For 

example, theoretical work by Wharton and Erickson (1993) suggests that emotion management 

occurs in the family. Some empirical research outside industrial/organizational psychology also 

exists on “emotion work” at home (Stevens, Minnotte, Mannon & Kiger, 2006, p. 52). Building 

off Hochschild’s (1989) work on the second shift of unpaid family work, emotion work refers to 
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those emotional tasks in family life which go unrecognized and unsupported by others in the 

family. Consistent with the idea of emotional labor, as one partner’s household responsibilities 

increase, emotion work reported by the other partner deceases (Stevens et al., 2006). Emotion 

work in the family is also associated with less marital satisfaction (Stevens, Kiger, & Riley, 

2001), reduced marital-well being and marital burnout (Erickson, 1993). There is also some 

evidence that emotion work at home is also positively related to work-family conflict (Minnotte, 

Stevens, Minnotte, & Kiger, 2009). Taken together this suggests that the concept of emotional 

labor and coping behavior in response to emotional demands can be reasonably extended to the 

family domain. 

Strategies to Cope with Emotional Labor 

Several coping strategies exist to deal with emotional labor. One strategy is referred to as 

surface acting and involves a conscious effort to regulate one’s emotions by “faking” the 

required emotional response (Hochschild, 1979, 1983). Managing outward expression vis-à-vis 

surface acting does not carry with it a conscious attempt to change the way one actually feels. 

Instead it involves suppressing one’s true emotions and expressing false emotions that are 

required in a particular context. Often such feigned emotions entail altering observable emotional 

reactions such as facial expressions and other non-verbal behavior such as body posture. Other 

manifestations of surface acting include modulating one’s tone of voice (Grandey, 2000). For 

instance, a bank teller may smile and apologize in a conciliatory tone of voice in response to a 

rude and hostile customer, when the employee really wants to tell the customer to take his or her 

business elsewhere.  

A second strategy is deep acting, where an individual actually alters his or her feelings in 

order to enact the required emotion (Hochschild, 1979, 1983). Deep acting can occur through 
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active attempts to suppress or induce a particular emotion or though imagery, thoughts, and 

memories (Hochschild, 1983). Unlike surface acting, deep acting involves a focus on directing 

one’s inner feelings and emotions (Ashforth & Humphrey 1993). By actually trying to feel the 

required emotion, deep acting in analogous to “psyching one self up” in order to effectively 

manage an emotional encounter. An example of deep acting is engaging in self-talk (e.g., “don’t 

let that customer get to you…she can’t help herself”) and attempting to put oneself in another 

person’s shoes emotionally when encountering an angry client or customer. Deep acting can also 

involve trying to actually experience positive emotions in response to an emotionally trying 

experience, rather than pretending to feel positive emotions as is done with surface acting 

(Grandey, 2000).  

Surface acting and deep acting differ in effectiveness. Surface acting tends to heighten 

strain reactions whereas some research indicates that deep acting tends to lessen strain reactions 

(e.g., Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). One explanation for this pattern 

of effects is that with surface acting dissonance is created between felt and displayed emotion. 

This inauthentic response causes a strain reaction since surface acting does not allow an 

individual to effectively manage the emotional experience (Hochschild, 1983). Another 

explanation is that faking an emotional reaction (i.e., surface acting) is more emotionally 

draining than attempting to actually conjure up role appropriate feelings (i.e., deep acting) 

(Hochschild, 1983). Based on the literature just reviewed, the following hypotheses are 

proposed: 

Hypothesis 1: Surface acting at work will be positively related to burnout. 

Hypothesis 2: Surface acting in the family will be negatively related to non-work 

 satisfaction. 
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Hypothesis 3: Deep acting at work will be negatively related to burnout. 

Hypothesis 4: Deep acting in the family will be positively related to non-work 

 satisfaction. 

Cross-domain Effects 

The literature on work-family interaction finds that emotional experiences in one domain 

(e.g., work) can spillover into the other domain (e.g., family). For example, research finds 

negative mood spillover from home to work as well as positive mood spillover across domains 

(Ilies et al. 2007; Judge & Ilies 2004; Song, Foo, & Yu, 2008; Williams & Alliger 1994; 

Williams, Suls, Alliger, Learner, & Wan, 1991). Another indication of work-family spillover is 

the finding that momentary satisfaction experienced in the work domain is positively associated 

with martial satisfaction reported later the same day (and vice versa) (Heller & Watson 2005). 

Ilies, Wilson, and Wagner (2009) further found that on days where employees report high daily 

job satisfaction they also tend to report higher daily marital satisfaction, greater positive affect at 

home, and less negative affect at home. This literature on cross-domain emotional spillover 

suggests that emotional labor experienced in the work (family) domain may influence outcomes 

in the family (work) domain. As with within-domain surface acting and deep acting, it is 

expected that the cross-domain effects of surface acting will be negative, whereas the cross-

domain effects of deep acting will be positive. This leads to the following hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 5: Surface acting at work will be negatively related to non-work satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 6: Surface acting in the family will be positively related to burnout. 

Hypothesis 7: Deep acting at work will be positively related to non-work satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 8: Deep acting in the family will be negatively related to burnout. 

The Role of Gender in Understanding Emotional Labor 
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 Work and family life have gender-prescribed expectations, such that gender influences 

the experiences and activities that an individual is expected to engage in at work and at home 

(Wharton & Erikson, 1993). This means that the role expectations associated with work and 

family differ for men and women. One explanation for this comes from gender role theory, 

which proposes that women are identified more strongly with the family role whereas men are 

identified more strongly with the work role (Lott, 1988). Indeed, sex role stereotypes prescribe 

that men are should be assertive, directive, and independent, whereas women are expected to be 

empathetic, helpful, and sensitive (Eagly & Mladinic, 1989; Eagly & Steffen, 1984). Consistent 

with sex role stereotypes, women are the primary providers of socio-emotional support in the 

family, provide more socio-emotional support to their spouses (e.g., Antonucci, 1985; Belle, 

1987), and do so more effectively than men (House, Umberson, & Landis, 1988). Women also 

report greater emotion work in the family than men (Minnotte, Stevens,  Minnotte, & Kiger, 

2007). In contrast, the traditional male ideology socializes men to de-value emotionality and 

emotional expressiveness (Levant & Richmond, 2007; O’Neil, 1981). This creates unique 

emotional display rules for men and women, which translates into different expectations 

regarding the management of their emotions in work and family life (Wharton & Erikson, 1993). 

Therefore, gender should be considered when examining the effects of emotion management on 

employee strain reactions and well-being.  

Research question 1: Are there gender differences in the pattern of relationships between 

emotional labor regulation strategies and burnout? 

Research question 2: Are there gender differences in the pattern of relationships between 

emotional labor regulation strategies and non-work satisfaction? 

Method 
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Participants and Procedure 

Participants for the current study were recruited as part of a larger multi-year nationwide 

study of the substance abuse treatment workforce. All participants held the job title of substance 

abuse counselor and given the high degree of human contact and heavy emotional demands 

associated with this occupation, it was particularly well suited for the present study. A total of 27 

treatment organizations participated in the study. The centers were geographically dispersed 

throughout the continental United States and included both for-profit (14%) and not-for-profit 

(86%) organizations. Participating treatment centers treated both adolescent and adult clients 

suffering from a wide range of addictions, including alcohol, marijuana, opiates, stimulants, and 

prescription drugs. Participating centers used a wide range of treatment options, including 

supportive group therapy, family therapy, individual psychotherapy, task-oriented/problem-

solving therapy, individual behavioral therapy, and medication. The average treatment center 

employed 162 full-time, 38 part-time, and 46 contract employees. 

Survey data were collected on-site by a member of the research team. Counselors 

completed surveys in group settings during normal business hours. Informed consent was 

obtained from all participants and a monetary incentive was offered to the participating treatment 

center to off-set the time needed to collect data during business hours. Data were collected at two 

time points (time 1 and time 2) separated by a 1 year interval. The sample size was 658 

counselors in year 1 (80% response rate) and 660 counselors in year 2 (74% response rate). 

Turnover in this occupation is high and due to the longitudinal nature of the current study, 

subsequent analyses were conducted on a sub-sample of 301 participants who completed both 

year 1 and year 2 surveys.  

Most counselors were Caucasian (60%) with the remaining 40% reporting various other 
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races/ethnicities (19% African American, 13% Hispanic/Latino, 4% other, 3% multiracial, 1% 

Asian). Sixty-three percent of the sample was female and 47% were married or living with a 

partner. Of those married or cohabitating, 80% reported that their significant other worked 

outside the home. Participants reported an average of 1 child living at home (SD=1.08). The 

modal level of education was a Masters or professional degree and the average salary was 

$34,349 (SD=$8,970). The average age of participants was 44 years (SD=12.03) and 44% were 

personally in recovery from substance abuse. Fifty-four percent reported being licensed or 

certified as a substance abuse professional, and the average caseload was 27 clients (SD=27.31).  

Measures 

Time 1. Surface level and deep level emotional labor coping strategies were assessed at 

Time 1. Surface acting at work was assessed by Brotheridge and Lee’s (2003) 3-item measure 

(e.g., “On an average day at work, how frequently do you resist expressing your true feelings?”). 

Deep acting at work was measured by Brotheridge and Lee’s (2003) 3-item scale (e.g., “On an 

average day at work, how frequently do you make an effort to actually feel the emotions that you 

need to display to others?”). Surface acting in the family and deep acting in the family were 

measured by modifying Brotheridge and Lee’s (1994) measures so that they referenced the 

family. Parallel items were used and the item stem was changed to “On an average day at home, 

how frequently do you…..”. Scale anchors for Time 1 measures ranged from never (1) to always 

(5). Coefficient alpha estimates for the surface acting measures were .79 and .82 for work and 

family, respectively. Coefficient alpha estimates for the deep acting measures were .87 and .91 

for work and family, respectively.  

 Time 2. The strain outcomes were measured at Time 2. Emotional exhaustion was 

measured using Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter’s (1996) 9-item measure (e.g., “I feel emotionally 
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drained from my work”, alpha = .92). Depersonalization was measured using Maslach et al’s 5-

item measure (e.g., “I feel as if I treat some clients as if they were impersonal objects”, alpha = 

.78). Non-work satisfaction was measured using Ayree, Fields, and Luk’s (1999) 5-item measure 

(e.g., “I feel fairly well satisfied with my present non-work life,” alpha = .84). 

Control variables. Several variables were used as statistical controls. This included the 

following variables: caseload, participant age, licensure/certification, personal recovery status, 

education level, salary, and hours worked per week. These variables were included in the 

regression analyses described below.  

Results 

Correlations among the study variables appear in Table 1. Consistent with prediction, 

surface acting at work was positively correlated with burnout (emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization) and negatively correlated with non-work satisfaction. Similarly, surface 

acting in the family was negatively correlated with non-work satisfaction and positively 

correlated with both dimensions of burnout. Interestingly, deep acting at work was not related to 

the domain-specific outcome of burnout or the cross-domain outcome of non-work satisfaction. 

Deep acting in the family was also not significantly related to non-work satisfaction, although 

unexpectedly, it was positively related to the depersonalization dimension of burnout. Multiple 

regression was used to test the study hypotheses. The control variables were included in all 

analyses.  

Within-domain effects. The results are presented in Table 2. Hypothesis 1 was partially 

supported. Surface acting at work was positively related to emotional exhaustion (=.25, p<.01) 

but not depersonalization (=.02, n.s.). Hypothesis 2 was fully supported; surface acting in the 

family was negatively related to non-work satisfaction (=-.29, p<.01). Hypothesis 3 was 



14 

partially supported in that deep acting at work was negatively related to depersonalization (=-

.15, p<.05) but not emotional exhaustion (=.00, p<.05). Deep acting in the family was not 

related to non-work satisfaction (=-.10, n.s.), providing no support for Hypothesis 4.  

 Cross-domain effects. Mixed support was found for the proposed cross-domain effects. 

Neither surface acting at work (=-.04, n.s., Hypothesis 5) nor deep acting at work (=.01, n.s., 

Hypothesis 7) was significantly related to non-work satisfaction. In contrast, significant cross-

domain effects were found for burnout. Surface acting in the family was positively related to 

both emotional exhaustion (=.13, p<.05) and depersonalization (=.16, p<.05) (Hypothesis 6). 

Consistent with Hypothesis 8, a significant effect was also found for deep acting in the family, 

although it was not in the expected direction. Specifically, as deep acting in the family increased, 

so did both indicators of burnout (=.14 and =23, p<.05, for emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization, respectively). 

Gender differences. Subgroup regression analyses were used to explore gender 

differences. As shown in Table 3, the relationship between emotional labor coping strategies and 

employee outcomes varied for men and women. For women but not men, greater use of deep 

acting at work was associated with lower levels of depersonalization (=-.22, p<.01 and =.05, 

n.s., respectively). In contrast, for men but not women, greater surface acting at work is 

associated with higher emotional exhaustion (=.44, p<.01 and =13, n.s., respectively). Cross-

domain effects on depersonalization were also found for women but not men; greater surface 

acting and deep acting in the family predicted higher depersonalization at work among women 

(=.19, p<.01 and =.30, p<.01, respectively). No such effects were found for men (see Table 3). 

In terms of predicting non-work satisfaction, for both genders greater surface acting at work was 

associated with less non-work satisfaction (=-.20, p<.01 and -.43, p<.01 for women and men, 
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respectively). Interestingly, deep acting in the family was also associated with lower non-work 

satisfaction, but only for men (=-.42, p<01).  

Discussion 

The purpose of the present study was to examine the effects of emotional labor coping 

strategies in the work and family domain on individual strain reactions and well-being. Several 

conclusions can be reached from the results. First, surface acting and deep acting demonstrate 

different effects on burnout and well-being over time. Second, differential cross-domain effects 

were found such that emotional labor coping strategies used in the family predict subsequent 

work outcomes one year later, whereas emotional labor coping strategies used at work are not 

predictive of non-work satisfaction. Third, little evidence was found for the positive effects of 

deep acting. While deep acting at work was associated with lower depersonalization over time, 

as deep acting at home increased, both dimensions of burnout actually increased. Finally, the 

relationship between emotional labor coping strategies at time 1 and strain and well-being at time 

2 varied by gender.  

Within-Domain Effects 

 Consistent with existing research on emotional labor coping strategies (e.g., Abraham, 

1998; Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Grandey, 2003; Goldberg & Grandey, 2007), surface acting 

tended to have negative effects on strain reactions. The explanation for this effect lies in the 

dissonance experienced when one has to pretend to feel a role prescribed emotion rather than 

express one’s true feelings (Hochschild, 1983). The inauthenticity of surface acting in particular, 

because it does not involve a genuine attempt to change one’s inner feelings, is particularly 

stressful for employees (Grandey, 2003). It is interesting that the negative effect of surface acting 

was only found for the burnout dimension of depersonalization in the combined sample when 
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previous cross-sectional research has found positive associations between surface acting and 

emotional exhaustion (e.g., Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Goldberg & Grandey, 2007; Grandey, 

2003). The longitudinal design used in the present study may explain why effects were only 

found for depersonalization. More specifically, depersonalization reflects a defensive reaction to 

stressful service encounters whereby individuals decide to withdraw or disengage from clients 

after prolonged stress-inducing interpersonal encounters (Lee & Ashforth, 1996). In contrast, 

emotional exhaustion is a more immediate reaction to a specific stressful service encounter. As 

such, emotional exhaustion is a precursor of depersonalization (Leiter & Maslach, 1988), and as 

Hochschild (1983) initially theorized, it is the use of surface acting over time that may result in 

feeling detached from one’s own and others feelings. The differential pattern of results for 

emotional exhaustion and depersonalization is also noteworthy because it further substantiates 

the conceptual distinction between these two components of the burnout syndrome (also see Lee 

& Ashforth, 1996).  

Surface acting in the family also had detrimental effects on individual well-being over 

time; individuals who engaged in more surface acting in the family reported less non-work 

satisfaction one year later. This is important extension of the work-family and emotional labor 

literatures by demonstrating parallel emotional processes and coping responses in the work and 

family domains. Since surface acting in the family has been largely ignored, this finding enriches 

our understanding of the role of emotional regulation in everyday life and helps demonstrate 

empirically that faking emotional responses in response to the expressive demands associated 

with both work and family roles come with a hidden cost to individuals.  

Unexpected effects were found for deep acting. Specifically, as deep acting at work 

increased, so did subsequent reports of depersonalization. Some research finds that deep acting at 
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work does not necessarily have positive effects on strain reactions because even though it should 

be less stressful for individuals than surface acting, it still requires the exertion of emotional 

effort and a conscious attempt to bring one’s feelings in line with the role prescribed emotion 

(Grandey, 2003). While this may not be emotionally exhausting (see Table 2), over time deep 

acting may make employees more calloused toward their clients. Those working in the substance 

abuse treatment field often deal with resistant clients who are remanded to treatment rather than 

seeking help volitionally. This is likely to create a particularly difficult “service encounter” 

which requires considerable emotional masking on the part of counselors as they try to help 

individuals who oftentimes do not want to help themselves. These high emotional demands may 

make it difficult to cope effectively using any emotional labor coping strategies. Research by 

Brotheridge and Lee (2002) provide indirect support for this explanation by arguing that whether 

or not the service encounter leads to burnout depends in part on the outcome of that encounter. In 

other words, if emotional labor is exerted in vain as part of one’s job (e.g., the client relapses), 

then deep acting may actually lead to greater depersonalization as a self-protective mechanism. 

Interestingly, deep acting in the family was unrelated to non-work satisfaction. This 

suggests that efforts to control one’s internal thoughts and feelings to meet the emotional display 

rules associated with family life do not enhance the satisfaction one feels toward their non-work 

life. However, it is important to note that deep acting does not reduce non-work satisfaction. This 

is interesting since deep acting does in fact require the exertion of emotional effort and is 

triggered when the situation calls for emotional display rules (Grandey, 2003). This suggests that 

there may be some positive payoff associated with deep acting since this coping strategy does 

not lead to reductions in non-work satisfaction like surface acting in the family does. So, relative 
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to surface acting, deep acting in the family appears to be a more effective strategy to cope with 

the emotional demands of family life.  

There are several other interesting observations regarding surface acting and deep acting. 

The differential pattern of effects for surface acting and deep acting, coupled with the small 

within-domain intercorrelations (r=.17 and r=.02 for work and family, respectively), highlights 

the importance of distinguishing between these two types of emotional labor regulation coping 

strategies in future research and theory development. This is consistent with Diefendorff, Croyle 

and Crosserand’s (2005) finding that surface acting and deep acting are distinct phenomena. It is 

also noteworthy that the cross-domain correlations between surface acting in the family and at 

work, and between deep acting in the family and at work, were positive and significant (r=.42 

and r=.45 for surface and deep acting, respectively). This suggests that individuals tend to 

respond to emotional demands using a consistent coping strategy across these two  life domains. 

Cross-Domain Effects 

 Asymmetrical cross-over effects were found in the combined sample. Specifically, none 

of the emotional labor coping strategies used at work influenced non-work satisfaction, whereas 

both surface acting and deep acting in the family predicted burnout on the job one year later. The 

finding that the emotional demands of family life exert more of an effect on work outcomes than 

vice versa may reflect the greater importance and salience of family life for most individuals. It 

may also be easier for individuals to compartmentalize the emotional demands associated with 

work than those associated with family.  For instance, an individual may be better able to 

psychologically and emotionally detach from resistant or defiant clients at the end of the 

workday, whereas negative emotional experiences in the family (e.g., an argument with a child, 

an emotionally abusive encounter with a spouse) may be more difficult to let go of emotionally 



19 

when one goes to work. Another possibility is that the emotional demands associated with family 

life may be more extreme or emotionally taxing than those associated with work. Additional 

research is needed to explore the reasons why there appears to be cross-domain spillover from 

family to work and not work to family.   

Gender Differences 

The subgroup regression analyses revealed a more complex pattern of relationships 

between emotional labor coping strategies and outcomes. Specifically, surface acting at work 

was not predictive of depersonalization for either gender, yet strongly predictive of emotional 

exhaustion for men only (see Table 3). In terms of surface acting in the family, as surface acting 

increased, non-work satisfaction decreased for both men and women. These findings are 

provocative since they suggest that the detrimental effects of surface acting at work may apply 

mostly to men, whereas the negative effects of surface acting in the family influenced men and 

women similarly. One explanation is that women are more adept at surface acting due to their 

greater comfort level expressing emotions (Brody, 1985) and this helps women effectively cope 

with emotional demands at work. However, given the greater emotional demands facing women 

in the family (Erickson, 1993) surface acting in this domain reduces non-work satisfaction for 

women just as it does for men.  

Surface acting in the family also demonstrated cross-domain effects on depersonalization, 

but only for women. This means that while faking emotional responses in the family is stressful 

for both genders, only women experienced emotional carry-over into their work lives in the form 

of increased burnout. One explanation is that women bear greater domestic responsibility and 

engage in a broader range of family activities than do men (Baxter, 2000; Wilkie, Ferree, & 

Ratcliff, 1998), so there is both greater opportunity for emotional spillover and fewer emotional 
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resources available to cope with emotional demands at work (Wharton & Erikson, 1995). The 

family role is also more central to women’s identity than it is a man’s identity (Lott, 1988). This 

may make it more difficult for women to disengage from the emotional demands associated with 

family life when they go to work, particularly if the coping response to family life involves an 

inauthentic response (i.e., surface acting).  

A different pattern of effects was found for deep acting. Deep acting at work had the 

expected effect of lessening depersonalization, but this was evident only for women. Again, this 

may be because women are better able to engage in deep acting due to more effective emotion 

management skills (Brody, 1985). By contrast, as deep acting in the family increased non-work 

satisfaction actually decreased, but only for men. Deep acting in the family may be particularly 

difficult for men, do to both their difficulty with emotional expression and gendered role 

expectations in this domain. In terms of cross-domain relationships, asymmetrical effects were 

found. Deep acting at work was unrelated to non-work satisfaction for both genders. Deep acting 

in the family was also unrelated to burnout among men, but positively related to 

depersonalization among women. While unexpected, this negative cross-domain emotional 

carry-over effect for deep acting among women is similar to that found for surface acting at 

home.  

Theoretical Implications 

The major theoretical implication of the present study is that it appears important to 

broaden the spectrum of emotional demands facing employees to consider family life, not just 

work life. Although Hochschild (1983) discussed emotion management as a general 

phenomenon, subsequent research has examined emotional labor almost exclusively in the work 

domain. The results of the present study demonstrate the importance of also considering 
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emotional labor in the family domain. This is underscored by the finding that the emotional labor 

coping strategies used in the family predicted burnout on the job one year later. The work-family 

literature has long recognized the dynamic interplay between work and family life (Greenhaus & 

Beutell, 1985). There is also substantial research evidence that emotional experiences in the 

family (at work) spillover and influence work (family) experiences (cf. Eby et al, in press). 

Clearly, greater integration and further conceptual development is needed to link the general 

literature on emotions, work-family interactions, and emotional labor. 

The findings also suggest that the role of deep acting may be more complex than 

originally thought. Further research is needed to identify the conditions under which deep acting 

is detrimental, neutralizes strain reactions, or actually enhances individual well-being. For 

example, the extent to which the interpersonal encounter confirms or disconfirms one’s identity 

may influence whether or not deep acting has beneficial effects (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). The 

overall quality of the work or family role may also be important to consider such that deep acting 

is associated with fewer strain reactions only when role quality is high. Deep acting at work also 

demonstrated some beneficial effects, whereas this was not the case for deep acting in the family. 

This suggests that there may be substantive differences between deep acting experiences in these 

two life domains that warrant additional study. A final theoretical implication is that gender 

needs to be carefully considered in future research on emotional labor at work and in the family.  

Practical Implications 

 The results have practical implications for both individuals and organizations. Increased 

awareness of the emotional demands associated with various life roles may help individuals 

negotiate role expectations in the family and at work in an effort to lessen the experience of 

emotional labor. In addition, training and counseling on the dangers associated with surface 
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acting, as well as the potential benefits of deep acting, may have positive downstream 

implications for individual burnout and well-being. Organizations also stand to gain both directly 

(vis-à-vis less stress-related illness and absenteeism) and indirectly (vis-à-vis more positive 

attitudes toward work) from efforts to help employees more effectively cope with the emotional 

demands of work and family life. Specific organizational actions that may be helpful here 

include stress management training, health and wellness programs to help employees better cope 

with stress, and periodic review of position descriptions to better monitor the emotional demands 

of jobs with high client/customer contact.  

Study Limitations  

 Like all research, the present study has several limitations. First, since all data were 

collected via paper-and-pencil survey this may raise a concern about common method variance. 

However, this concern is off-set by the fact that collecting data over time reduces such concerns 

(Podsakoff, Mackenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Perhaps more importantly, the highly 

personalized and perceptual nature of the constructs under investigation necessitated the use of 

self-report surveys. Another limitation is the focus on one occupational group. While this was 

beneficial in terms of holding constant occupational and industry differences, it may limit 

generalizability. With that said, individuals working in a wide range of treatment facilities 

throughout the United States were surveyed. This increases our ability to generalize within this 

occupational group, and perhaps to similar occupational groups such as social workers and other 

types of counselors. It should also be noted that the amount of emotional labor an individual 

actually experiences in his or her work and family role was not directly investigated. According 

to Grandey’s (2000) model, the frequency, variety, and intensity of interactions in a particular 

domain creates emotional labor, and this in turn generates the need for a coping response. 
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Therefore, for a more complete understanding of emotional labor coping strategies future 

research should consider measuring these situational cues in both the work and family domain.  

In closing, the present study provides the first integrated conceptual and empirical 

treatment of emotional labor coping strategies in the work and family domain. Not only were 

differences found in the outcomes associated with surface acting and deep acting, important 

differences were found in the pattern of relationships across these two life domains. This 

highlights the importance of taking a broader perspective on the emotional demands associated 

with daily life and adds to the growing literature demonstrating the complex interplay between 

work and family life.  
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Table 1. Correlations among Study Variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Caseload (T1)               

2. Age (T1) .03              

3. Licensed/Certified (T1) .06 .42             

4. Personally in recovery (T1) .08 .34 .30            

5. Salary (T1) -.09 .20 .11 -.03           

6. Hours worked/week (T1) .05 -.01 -.03 .00 .11          

7. Gender (T1) -.08 -.18 -.13 -.21 -.02 -.05         

8. Surface acting-work (T1) .04 -.08 -.01 -.03 .07 .00 -.02        

9. Deep acting-work (T1) .08 -.02 -.01 .10 -.14 -.08 -.06 .17       

10. Surface acting-family (T1) .00 .09 .0` .07 .02 -.07 -.16 .42 .03      

11. Deep acting-family (T1) .10 -.06 .02 .05 -.16 .02 -.07 .10 .45 .02     

12. Emotional exhaustion (T2) .11 -.25 -.23 -.09 -.01 -.01 .02 .30 .05 .21 .05    

13. Depersonalization (T2) .29 -.19 -.07 .02 -.11 -.11 .00 .19 .01 .16 .13 .52   

14. Non-work satisfaction (T2) -.01 .05 .03 -.04 .01 .01 .09 -.16 -.04 -.20 -.06 -.30 -.15  

Mean  27.22 44.13 .54 .44 34349 44.31 1.63 2.57 3.01 2.07 3.18 2.60 2.02 3.75 

SD 27.31 12.03 0.50 0.50 8970 8.18 0.48 0.85 1.09 0.83 1.18 0.84 0.72 0.82 

Note.  Underlined correlations are significant at p<.05. Licensed/certified coded: 1=no, 2=yes. Personally in recovery coded: 1=no, 2=yes. Gender coded: 

1=male, 2=female.
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Table 2. 

Multiple Regression Analyses 

 Emotional Exhaustion 

 

Depersonalization Non-Work Satisfaction 

  
 

  
 

  
 

 

Caseload .12 * .27 ** .00  

Age -.16 ** -.23 ** .07  

Certified/Licensed  -.12  .02  .06  

Personally in recovery .02  .14 * -.06  

Education .09  .05  .03  

Salary .03  -.03  -.03  

Hours worked per 

week 

.03  -.12 * .00  

Surface acting-work .25 ** .02  -.04  

Deep acting-work .00  -.15 ** .01  

Surface acting-family .13 * .16 ** -.29 ** 

Deep acting-family .14 * .23 ** -.10  

 R
2
 = .23  R

2
 = .21  R

2
 = .11  

 F(11,190) = 4.79 

 

** F(11,190) = 4.40 ** F(11,190) = 2.07 * 

N = 301.    *p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. 

Note. Licensed/certified coded: 1=no, 2=yes. Personally in recovery coded: 1=no, 2=yes. Gender coded: 1=male, 2=female. 
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Table 3.Multiple Regression Analyses by Gender 

Females 

 

 Emotional Exhaustion Depersonalization Non-Work Satisfaction 

       

Caseload .17 * .29 ** .03  

Age -.13  -.19 * .05  

Certified/Licensed  -.16 * .04  .01  

Personally in recovery .00  .12  .00  

Education .16  .15  -.07  

Salary -.05  -.10  .09  

Hours worked per week -.06  -.14 * .06  

Surface acting-work .13  .04  -.12  

Deep acting-work -.02  -.22 ** -.09  

Surface acting-family .12  .19 ** -.20 ** 

Deep acting-family .16  .30 ** .06  

 R
2
 = .21    R

2
 =  .28  R

2
 = .12  

 F(11,126) = 2.86 ** F(11,126) = 4.02 ** F(11,126) = 1.37 n.s. 

 

Males 

 

 Emotional Exhaustion Depersonalization Non-Work Satisfaction 

       

Caseload .01  .17  -.16  

Age -.13  -.18  .11  

Certified/Licensed  -.06  -.03  .09  

Personally in recovery .03  .10  -.24 * 

Education .04  -.16  .10  

Salary .09  .04  -.17  

Hours worked per week .13  -.13  -.05  

Surface acting-work .44 ** .17  .18  

Deep acting-work .11  .05  .17  

Surface acting-family .11  .09  -.43 * 

Deep acting-family .07  .10  -.42 * 

 R
2
 = .37  R

2
 = .19   R

2
 = .35  

 F(11,63) = 2.74 ** F(11,63) = 1.08  n.s. F(11,63) = 2.50 * 

N = 301.    *p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. 

Note. Licensed/certified coded: 1=no, 2=yes. Personally in recovery coded: 1=no, 2=yes. Gender coded: 1=male, 2=female. 
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