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Abstract: Promoting employee voice behavior is important for the sustainable development of
organizations. Drawing on conservation of resources theory, the study examined the association
between emotional labor and employee voice behavior and the mediation of work engagement in
this relationship. Surveys were collected at two time points, four weeks apart, from 629 employees
in the service industry in China. The results show that surface acting is negatively related to work
engagement and that deep acting is positively related to work engagement. Employees’ work
engagement is positively associated with voice behavior. Hence, work engagement appears to be
a mediating variable that translates the emotional labor into voice behavior. Moreover, perceived
organizational support moderates the relationship between emotional labor and voice behavior. The
theoretical and practical implications of these findings are discussed.

Keywords: emotional labor; deep acting; surface acting; work engagement; voice behavior; perceived
organizational support

1. Introduction

As competition in the service industry intensifies, enterprises have increasingly higher
demands for their employees’ work attitudes, behaviors and service quality in order to
achieve sustainable development. Sustainable development aims to balance economic,
social and environmental development to ensure a better and sustainable future for all. En-
terprises are key actors in the operation and integration of sustainability and, consequently,
in addressing current and future stakeholder needs and contributing to the achievement
of sustainable development for society at large [1]. However, enterprises experiencing
success need to maximize their contributions for those aims. At present, service-oriented
enterprises pay great attention to how to ensure employees’ emotional labor has a beneficial
impact on organizations [2]. Hochschild defined emotional labor as an individual’s display
of appropriate facial expressions or body movements to the public by disguising and
managing internal and external emotional experiences according to the rules of expression
required by the organization [3]. Morris and Feldman considered emotional labor to be
the behavior and corresponding psychological process of displaying appropriate emotions
during interactions with customer [4]. Emotional labor strategies include surface acting
and deep acting [3,4]. Surface acting refers to the act of changing external display to show
emotions without changing inner feelings, which is a kind of pretend emotional display [5].
Deep acting means that when the emotions felt by the individual are inconsistent with
the emotions required to be displayed, the individual tries to change their feelings to be
consistent with the role they are required to display [5,6]. Previous literature on emotional
labor has focused on the relation between emotional labor and attitudinal or cognitive
outcomes [7,8], but few empirical studies have focused on behaviors caused by emotional
labor. Of the few studies that have been conducted, Becker et al. found that deep acting
positively promotes employees’ extra-role behaviors through the mediating role of team
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support, while surface acting negatively affects extra-role behaviors [9]. Cheung and Lun
pointed out that that deep acting promotes extra-role behaviors through work engagement,
whereas surface acting is not related to extra-role behaviors [10]. Based on these incon-
sistent results, we believe it is important to further investigate the effects and boundary
conditions of emotional labor on employee behavior.

Employee voice behavior refers to the informal, casual, upward communication of
employees’ ideas, solutions or concerns about work-related problems [11]. It is a proac-
tive extra-role behavior aimed at improving the current situation [12]. Numerous studies
have confirmed that voice behavior is an important way for enterprises to improve effi-
ciency [11–14]. Employee voice behavior is also essential for leaders to learn information
about cutting-edge market dynamics [15,16]. Employee voice behavior is positively corre-
lated with work performance and organizational effectiveness [17–19]. Due to the potential
benefits, scholars have turned their attention to promoting voice behavior in organiza-
tions [11]. Although there are numerous studies that have made useful attempts to examine
the antecedents of employee voice behavior [20], little attention has been given to the role
of emotional labor in promoting or hindering voice behavior. Prior studies have shown
that employees’ attitudinal and cognitive changes triggered by emotional labor have an
impact on extra-role behavior [21]. As a typical extra-role behavior [12], voice behavior is
likely to also be influenced by emotional labor.

Our study attempts to explore the influence of emotional labor on voice behavior based
on conservation of resources (COR) theory. Conservation of resources theory suggests that
people always actively tend to obtain, maintain and protect valuable resources while striv-
ing to avoid any threats that might cause resource depletion [22]. In view of conservation
of resources theory, employees need to continuously monitor and adjust their external
display of emotions such as expressions, speech and posture during emotional labor. There-
fore, emotional labor depletes individuals’ cognitive and emotional resources [23]. The
consumption of these resources can be compensated by obtaining a salary, establishing
good interactions with customers and receiving organizational support [24]. If resource
consumption is greater than resource compensation, emotional labor has a negative impact,
causing emotional exhaustion, emotional disorders, stress and burnout [25–28], leading
to a decrease in work engagement. Conversely, if resource compensation is greater than
resource consumption, emotional labor will have a positive impact, allowing for employees
to have higher work engagement [29]. Employees with high work engagement tend to
have stronger willingness to be involved in voice behavior [30].

This study analyzes responses from hotel service personnel to examine the mechanism
of emotional labor on employee voice behavior and to explore the moderating effect of
perceived organizational support. Based on an empirical test of the research model, our
study offers implications for the research on emotional labor and voice behavior. First,
the study examines the effect of emotional labor on employee voice behavior based on
conservation of resources theory, which indicates that emotional labor not only affects
employees’ attitudinal and cognitive outcomes [7] but also affects employees’ behavior.
Second, this study examines the mediating role of work engagement in the relationship
between emotional labor and voice behavior. By doing so, we extend the theoretical
understanding of how and why different emotional labor strategies are related to employee
voice behavior. Third, we investigate perceived organizational support as a boundary
condition that moderates the psychological and behavioral consequences of surface acting
and deep acting. Finally, the study of the relationship between emotional labor and
employee voice behavior helps enterprises have a deeper understanding of employees’
emotional labor so that they can develop corresponding management measures to achieve
effective guidance and promote employee voice behavior for the sustainable development
of both enterprises and employees.
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2. Literature Review and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Emotional Labor and Employee Voice Behavior

Hochschild defined emotional labor as an individual’s display of appropriate facial
expressions or body movements to the public by disguising and managing internal and
external emotional experiences in accordance with the organization’s rules [3]. Grandey
proposed two specific strategies of emotional labor, namely, surface acting and deep act-
ing [31]. Surface acting refers to the external expressions of emotions, such as intonation,
posture and expressions that are adjusted to demonstrate emotions conforming to organi-
zational rules [23]. The inconsistency between inner feelings and emotional expressions in
surface acting may lead to impaired psychological well-being and lower job satisfaction [25].
Deep acting involves adjusting the external performance by trying to change the internal
feelings to show emotional feelings that are consistent with the organization’s expecta-
tions [23]. Individuals who adopt deep acting try to adjust their real emotions and focus on
things that inspire positive feelings [32]. They also reevaluate things that generate negative
emotions such as anger and frustration so that they can experience emotions that are
consistent with the organization’s expectation, which will improve the individual’s job sat-
isfaction [32]. The negative effects of emotional labor are mainly due to surface acting [25].
Multiple studies have found that surface acting can bring emotional exhaustion [25,26,33],
emotional disorders [34], stress [35] and job dissatisfaction [36] and can decrease work en-
gagement [29]. In contrast to surface acting, deep acting is positively related to employees’
personal accomplishment, job satisfaction and job performance [31,32,37].

Conservation of resources theory explains why emotional labor has different effects
by proposing that people always try to maintain valuable resources and avoid losing
resources [23]. Hobfoll pointed out that resources include physical energy, emotional
energy and cognitive energy [24]. Both surface acting and deep acting consume resources,
but there are differences in the amount of resources consumed and the impact on the
outcome variables. Specifically, surface acting consumes more psychological resources.
Surface acting adjusts the emotional response by pretending to have positive emotions
or suppressing negative emotions. There are more inconsistencies between emotional
experience and expression, and managing emotional disorders requires more psychological
resources [23]. Long-term emotional disorders will lead to negative mental states such as
depersonalization and derealization. When the psychological resources cannot be compen-
sated in time, it will lead to more resource consumption [33]. On the other hand, employees
may acquire more psychological resources through deep acing. Deep acting focuses on
adjusting the real feelings inside, and there is consistency between emotional experience
and expression, thus consuming fewer psychological resources [32]. By expressing the real
emotions during deep acting, the individual is able to reevaluate the events that generate
the negative emotions and actively adjust to the positive emotions. The resulting positive
emotions, such as a sense of accomplishment and self-affirmation, make it more likely
that the individual will be compensated for resource consumption. So, deep acting is a
resource-acquisition process [38].

Voice behavior refers to the discretionary, informal and upward communication of
employees’ desire to improve their existing work patterns, methods or processes, and
it is also an important way for teams to effectively cope with complexity and promote
performance [11]. According to conservation of resources theory, resource conservation
and resource acquisition are two processes during emotional labor. Resource conservation
emphasizes that individuals have a strong motivation to protect existing resources from
further exhaustion [17]. Resource acquisition emphasizes that the individual will invest
more resources to prevent further loss of resources [22]. Specifically, when engaging in
surface acting, since resource loss is more prominent than resource gain [23], employees
have a strong incentive to protect their remaining resources from further loss and to avoid
investing resources such as time and energy in areas with limited benefits, thus reducing
voice behavior to avoid further resource loss [30]. When employees engage in deep
acting, they are able to obtain more psychological resources, which drives employees from
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resource conservation to resource acquisition. Therefore, the process motivates employees
to increase voice behavior to acquire additional resources [17].

Hypothesis 1a. Surface acting is negatively related to voice behavior.

Hypothesis 1b. Deep acting is positively related to voice behavior.

2.2. Mediating Effects of Work Engagement

Work engagement is a positive and fulfilling emotional and cognitive state charac-
terized by vigor, dedication and absorption [39]. Vigor is manifested by high energy and
resilience, willingness to work hard and perseverance in the face of difficulties. Dedication
is characterized by a sense of enthusiasm, meaningfulness and inspiration. Absorption is
demonstrated by being deeply immersed in one’s work, which makes it difficult to extricate
from it [39]. When employees engage in surface acting, they will experience emotional
dissonance due to the difference between emotional expression and inner feelings [33].
If employees are chronically dissonant, they may neither integrate themselves with their
job role nor find meaning and value of their work, which will lead to diminished mo-
tivation [40]. In addition, according to conservation of resources theory, surface acting
represents great resource consumption [23]. The more resources used to disguise one’s
emotions, the less resources are available to perform job duties. When employees’ feelings
are not consistent with the displayed role, it can lead to emotional exhaustion [41]. Studies
have also found that emotional disorders are associated with emotional exhaustion [42,43].
Thus, surface acting leads to emotional disorder, which can decline employees’ work
engagement. In contrast, deep acting reduces emotional disorder by aligning emotion
with expression [44]. Employees who engage in deep acting are more motivated to do
the work they enjoy. There is consistency between the emotions they feel and the emo-
tions they express, which motivates them to generate more vigor, thereby enhancing work
engagement [29].

The improvement of employees’ work engagement will lead to higher job satisfaction,
lower turnover rates and better work performance [45,46]. Employees with higher work
engagement are more proactive in improving themselves and avoiding deviant workplace
behavior [47]. Demerouti et al. noted that employees with high work engagement tend
to exhibit more extra-role behaviors such as voice behavior [48]. Kahn identified work
engagement as the expression of “the preferred self” [49]. In this context, self-expression
refers to the display of one’s real thoughts and feelings, which is closely related to employee
voice behavior [50]. Work engagement implies active working, role expansion and working
beyond expectations [39]. In other words, employees with high work engagement are able
to accomplish tasks within their roles with less effort, so they have the ability to devote
more resources to promote the better development of the organization [40]. Schmitt et al.
stated that work engagement involves the use of personal resources, which are necessary
for voice behavior [51]. At the same time, employees with high work engagement value
their work, and they are motivated to work hard to make their working conditions more
satisfying [40]. Compared to employees with lower work engagement, employees with
higher work engagement are more attached to the organization and have more positive
attitudes toward work, which increases their willingness to engage in voice behavior [52].

Hypothesis 2a. Work engagement mediates the negative relationship between surface acting and
voice behavior.

Hypothesis 2b. Work engagement mediates the positive relationship between deep acting and
voice behavior.
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2.3. Moderating Effects of Perceived Organizational Support

Perceived organizational support is the degree to which employees perceive that
the organization values their contributions and cares about their well-being at work [53].
Employees experience a range of positive emotions due to the organization’s commitment
to them [54]. This positive emotion can help restore employees’ emotional resources during
emotional labor [55]. Previous studies have found that high perceived organizational
support promotes employees’ proactive behavior [56], work engagement [57] and job
satisfaction [58]. Organizational support is an important external resource for employees.
The acquisition of these resources partially offsets resource depletion due to emotional
labor and contributes to emotional recovery, thus moderating the relationship between
emotional labor and outcome variables [49]. Previous studies have also shown that per-
ceived organizational support can effectively curb the accumulation of negative emotions
and minimize the gap between employees’ real emotions and the emotions required for
work, thus reducing employees’ emotional dissonance [59]. It can be inferred that when
employees’ perceived organizational support is high, the negative impact of surface act-
ing on work engagement will be weakened, while the positive impact of deep acting on
work engagement will be enhanced. According to conservation of resources theory, when
employees gradually lose energy due to continuous efforts while working, the lack of
appropriate internal resources or external resources will lead them to job burnout [23].
However, external resources, such as perceived organizational support, can reduce the
stress and resource depletion caused by surface acting and therefore lower the negative
impact of surface acting on work engagement. This supplementation of external resources
can increase employees’ resources, thereby promoting the positive impact of deep acting
on work engagement. Thus, perceived organizational support can strengthen the positive
relationship of deep acting on work engagement and weaken the negative relationship of
surface acting on work engagement. Figure 1 shows the proposed model.
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Hypothesis 3a. Perceived organizational support moderates the negative relationship between
surface acting and work engagement in that the higher the perceived organizational support is, the
weaker the negative relationship is between surface acting and work engagement.

Hypothesis 3b. Perceived organizational support moderates the positive relationship between deep
acting and work engagement in that the higher the perceived organizational support is, the stronger
the positive relationship is between deep acting and work engagement.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 10524 6 of 14

3. Method
3.1. Data Collection and Study Sample

The research sample includes frontline employees from 62 hotels in Zhejiang and
Shanghai. In our study, frontline staff refers to those whose work involves direct contact
with customers and the provision of services that customers need [59], mainly includ-
ing frontline staff, concierge staff and catering staff. The job characteristics of frontline
hotel staff meet the following two characteristics of emotional labor. First, they need
to have extensive interaction with customers. Second, employees must comply with the
organization’s rules of emotional expression to show an appropriate emotional state [60,61].

The study used questionnaires to collect data, and a 5-point Likert scale (1 = completely
disagree/never; 5 = completely agree/always) was used to ask about the level of agreement.
Since the scale was a foreign scale, the English scale was translated into Chinese by the
researcher in a double-blind way before measurement. We then further analyzed the
translated sentences that differed significantly from the original scale and corrected them.
Then, we asked experts in the relevant field to evaluate and test the items separately. Finally,
before the formal research, a prestudy was conducted with frontline employees, in which
they were asked whether they had any questions about the scale items. On this basis, some
of the scale items were revised in terms of language and expressions. The results of the
prestudy showed that the adopted scales had good reliability. Through the above methods,
the reliability and validity of the questionnaire were confirmed, and the final survey scale
was formed.

Data were collected at two time points (four weeks between time 1 and time 2) to
limit common method variance [62]. At the first measurement point (T1), employees
self-reported their emotional labor strategies and perceived organizational support. They
also provided information about their general demographic characteristics, such as gender,
age, education level and organizational tenure. At the second measurement point (T2),
employees who completed the first round of the questionnaire were asked to rate their
work engagement and voice behavior. A total of 629 valid questionnaires remained after
questionnaires with incomplete answers were removed, representing a response rate of
70.3%.

Of these participants, 341 were women (54.2%) and 288 were men (45.8%). High
school graduates and those with less education accounted for 48.0% (n = 302) of the total,
50.4% (n = 317) were junior college graduates and 1.6% (n = 10) were university graduates.
The tenure of the participants was as follows: less than 1 year (17.8%), 1–5 years (36.6%),
6–10 years (25.3%), 11–15 years (13.5%) and more than 15 years (6.8%). The age distribution
was primarily between 21 and 30 years old, representing 51.8% of the sample.

3.2. Measurement Scales

Emotional labor. We use the 8-item Emotional Labor Strategies Scale developed and
tested by Brotheridge and Lee [23] and Grandey [63]. Among them, 5 items measure
surface acting and 3 items measure deep acting. All questions were assessed on a 5-point
scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The alpha reliability of surface acting
was 0.83 and that of deep acting was 0.82.

Work engagement. Using the Utrecht Engagement Scale (UWS-9) [36]. The scale is
divided into three dimensions: vigor, dedication and absorption. Examples include “At
my work, I feel bursting with energy” for vigor; “I am enthusiastic about my job” for
dedication; “I feel happy when I am working intensely” for absorption. All questions
were assessed on a 5-point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The alpha
reliability of this scale was 0.87.

Perceived organizational support. Perceived organizational support was measured us-
ing an 8-item scale developed by Eisenberg et al. [64]. Example items are “My organization
considers my goals and values” and “When I have a problem, my organization can help”.
A 5-point Likert scale was used for the measurement (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). The alpha reliability of this scale was 0.87.
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Employee voice behavior. The 10-item voice behavior scale developed by Liang et al. [65]
was used to evaluate voice behavior. Respondents answered a set of Likert scale questions
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). An example includes the following: “I proac-
tively voice out constructive suggestions that help the unit reach its goals”. The alpha
reliability of this scale was 0.84.

Control variables. Previous studies have shown that age and gender may affect the
experience of emotional labor [66]. The level of education and organizational tenure were
correlated with voice behavior [65] and work engagement [30]. Thus employees’ age,
gender, educational level and organizational tenure were treated as control variables.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations and Pearson correlations of all vari-
ables. As shown in the table, surface acting was negatively correlated with work engage-
ment (r = −0.10, p < 0.01) and voice behavior (r = −0.21, p < 0.01), while deep acting was
positively related to work engagement (r = 0.25, p < 0.01) and voice behavior (r = 0.35,
p < 0.01). Work engagement is positively correlated with voice behavior (r = 0.42, p < 0.01).
These results provided preliminary support for our hypotheses.

Table 1. Mean value, standard deviation and correlation of all variables (N = 629).

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender 0.54 0.51
2. Age 29.91 7.47 −0.13 **
3. Organizational tenure 6.20 5.11 −0.31 ** 0.48 **
4. Education 1.54 0.53 0.05 −0.36 ** −0.20 **
5. Surface acting 3.19 0.81 −0.02 0.05 −0.02 0.05
6. Deep acting 3.95 0.72 0.12 ** 0.19 ** 0.05 −0.11 ** −0.08
7. Work engagement 4.30 0.54 −0.02 0.10 * 0.09 * 0.04 −0.10 * 0.25 **
8. Organizational support 4.06 0.65 −0.08 * 0.14 ** 0.05 −0.08 −0.15 ** 0.51 ** 0.41 **
9. Voice behavior 3.98 0.57 −0.05 0.20 ** 0.12 ** −0.10 * −0.21 ** 0.35 ** 0.42 ** 0.51 **

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. Gender: male = 0; female = 1.

4.2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Before testing our hypotheses, we conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses
to examine the measurement model fit and the distinctiveness among the variables. The
results of the tests are shown in Table 2. The five-factor measurement model had the
best goodness of fit (χ2/df = 2.89, comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.94, Tucker–Lewis index
(TLI) = 0.93, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.05, standardized root
mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.04). Compared with the five-factor model, a four-factor
model combining surface acting and deep acting into one construct did not fit the data well
(χ2/df = 5.56, CFI = 0.89, TLI = 0.87, RMSEA = 0.10, SRMR = 0.07). As shown in Table 2,
the results illustrate that the five-factor model fits the data substantially better than any
other model [67]. Thus, the uniqueness of the five constructs in this study is supported.
Given these results, all five constructs were applied in further analyses.

Table 2. Results of confirmatory factor analysis (N = 629).

χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Hypothesized five-factor model 2.89 0.94 0.93 0.05 0.04
Four-factor model [Combine SA and DA] 5.56 0.89 0.87 0.10 0.07
Four-factor model [Combine POS and VB] 7.63 0.84 0.80 0.10 0.06
Four-factor model [Combine WE and POS] 8.66 0.81 0.77 0.11 0.07
Four-factor model [Combine WE and VB] 12.10 0.73 0.67 0.13 0.06
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Table 2. Cont.

χ2/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Four-factor model [Combine SA and DA; POS and WE] 10.34 0.76 0.72 0.12 0.09
Three-factor model [Combine SA, DA and POS] 5.56 0.79 0.87 0.09 0.07
Three-factor model [Combine SA, DA and WE] 8.75 0.70 0.77 0.11 0.09
Two-factor model [Combine SA, DA, POS and WE] 11.56 0.73 0.69 0.13 0.09
One-factor model [all variables combined] 17.29 0.58 0.52 0.16 0.08

Note: SA = surface acting; DA = deep acting; WE = work engagement; POS = perceived organizational support;
VB = voice behavior.

4.3. Hypothesis Test

Mixed regression models were run to test the hypotheses in separate steps following
Baron and Kenny’s approach [68]. To test Hypothesis 1, we regressed voice behavior on
gender, age, organizational tenure and education together (Model 7, Table 3) and then
surface acting and deep acting additionally (Model 8, Table 3). As predicted in Hypothesis
1a, the relationship between surface acting and voice behavior was negative (b = −0.13,
p < 0.01). Additionally, as predicted in Hypothesis 1b, the relationship between deep
acting and voice behavior was positive (b = 0.26, p < 0.01) while controlling for gender, age,
organizational tenure and education. Hypothesis 1a and Hypothesis 1b were supported.
Surface acting is negatively related to voice behavior, while deep acting is positively related
to voice behavior.

Table 3. Results of mixed models (N = 629).

DV Work Engagement Voice Behavior

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8 M9
CV

Gender 0.01 −0.04 −0.04 −0.05 −0.04 −0.05 −0.03 −0.09 * −0.07
Age 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 ** 0.01 **
OT 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 −0.01

Education 0.09 * 0.11 ** 0.10 ** 0.11 ** 0.11 ** 0.10 ** 0.03 0.01 0.42
IV
SA −0.06 * −0.03 −0.11 −0.03 −0.10 * −0.13 ** −0.11 **
DA 0.18 ** 0.01 0.01 0.13 * 0.11 * 0.26 ** 0.19 **

Moderator
POS 0.34 ** 0.59 ** 0.02 0.23

Interaction
SA*POS 0.07 * 0.08 *
DA*POS 0.09 * 0.10 *
Mediator

WE 0.36 **
R2 0.02 0.08 0.19 0.19 0.21 0.2 0.04 0.19 0.29
F2 3.15 * 8.43 ** 18.24 ** 15.7 1 ** 21.15 ** 19.67 ** 7.18 * 19.44 ** 40.02 **

Note: OT = organizational tenure; SA = surface acting; DA = deep acting; WE = work engagement; POS = perceived organizational support.
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

To test the mediating effect of work engagement (Hypotheses 2a and 2b), we per-
formed a Sobel test to examine the indirect effects of surface acting and deep acting on
voice behavior through work engagement. As shown in Table 4, there were significant
unconditional indirect effects of surface acting (estimate = −0.02, p < 0.01, 95% CI [−0.038,
−0.002]) and deep acting (estimate = 0.06, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.036, 0.096]) on voice behavior
through work engagement. Hence, work engagement mediated the negative relationship
between surface acting and voice behavior and mediated the positive relationship between
deep acting and voice behavior. Thus, hypotheses 2a and 2b were supported.
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Table 4. Results of mediating effects.

IV→Me (Path a) Me→DV (Path b) IV→DV Indirect Effect (a*b)

SA→WE→VB −0.06 *
0.36 **

−0.11 ** −0.02 **, 95% CI = [−0.038, −0.002]
DA→WE→VB 0.18 ** 0.19 ** 0.06 **, 95% CI = [0.036, 0.096]

Note: SA = surface acting; DA = deep acting; WE = work engagement; VB = voice behavior. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

Regarding hypotheses 3a and 3b, we examined the moderating effect of perceived
organizational support on the relationship between emotional labor and work engagement.
As predicted, the results of Model 6 in Table 3 indicate that the interaction between surface
acting and perceived organizational support significantly predicted work engagement
(b = 0.08, p < 0.05) and that the interaction between deep acting and perceived organiza-
tional support significantly predicted work engagement (b = 0.10, p < 0.05). We used simple
slopes to further analyze the interaction (see Figures 2 and 3). As shown in Figure 2, the
negative relationship between surface acting and work engagement was weaker when
perceived organizational support was higher, supporting hypothesis 3a. Moreover, as
shown in Figure 3, the positive relationship between deep acting and work engagement
was stronger when perceived organizational support was higher, supporting hypothesis 3b.
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5. Conclusions and Discussion

This study provided support for a theoretical model of emotional labor and voice
behavior. Work engagement predicted voice behavior and mediated the relationship
between surface acting and voice behavior and between deep acting and voice behavior.
Moreover, the negative relationship between surface acting and work engagement was
weaker when the perceived organizational support was higher. In contrast, the positive
relationship between deep acting and work engagement was stronger when the perceived
organizational support was higher.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

Based on the existing literature on emotional labor and voice behavior, our study
examined the effects of different emotional labor strategies on employee voice behavior
and their boundary conditions. The theoretical contributions are mainly reflected in the
following aspects. First, based on conservation of resources theory, we examined the
effects of surface acting and deep acting on employee voice behavior, which expands our
understanding of the effects of emotional labor on employee voice behavior. Specifically,
the previous literature on emotional labor emphasized the effects of emotional labor
on individuals’ attitudinal and cognitive outcomes, such as work satisfaction and well-
being [37,42,43], but paid less attention to the behaviors induced by emotional labor. Our
study found that surface acting can inhibit voice behavior, while deep acting can promote
voice behavior.

Second, our research explains the mediating mechanism of how emotional labor affects
employee voice behavior, which is a beneficial supplement to relevant studies. According
to conservation of resources theory, people tend to retain the resources they need for
their own development [23,24]. When the psychological resources of employees are not
supplemented in a timely manner due to the consumption of surface acting, it may lead to
a decrease in work engagement [40]. Employees who adopt deep acting have consistency
between the emotions they feel and the emotions they express, which leads to an increase
in their work engagement. At the same time, employees with high work engagement value
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their work more, and they are motivated to make their working conditions more satisfying,
thus promoting their voice behaviors [48].

Finally, this study empirically tests the moderating role of perceived organizational
support in the relationship between emotional labor and work engagement. According to
conservation of resources theory, organizational support is an important external resource.
The acquisition of these resources partially offsets resource depletion due to emotional labor
and contributes to emotional recovery, thus moderating the relationship between emotional
labor and work engagement [57]. We find that high levels of perceived organizational
support can weaken the negative relationship between surface acting and work engagement
and enhance the positive relationship between deep acting and work engagement.

5.2. Management Implications

First, since surface acting can lead to lower work engagement and affect employees’
voice behavior, we suggest that service-oriented enterprises should actively adopt various
approaches to strengthen employees’ emotional labor training. In such enterprises, employ-
ees inevitably need to engage in emotional labor. Therefore, human resource departments
should incorporate specific training into individual career development plans and organi-
zational training programs. Through targeted training, frontline employees can improve
their emotion management capabilities and reduce the impact of negative emotions.

Second, for service-oriented enterprises, it is necessary to set up a clear code for
employees to maintain the consistency and effectiveness of such rules. Enterprises should
clearly explain the service standards to employees and set up corresponding rewards and
consequences. The human resource departments should also incorporate emotional labor
into the compensation system, through which enterprises can compensate employees for
the loss of psychological resources.

Leaders should recognize and leverage organizational support as a compensatory
resource. Our findings indicate that organizational support, as an external resource, can
effectively supplement the resource loss of due to emotional labor, thus weakening the
negative relationship between surface acting and work engagement and strengthening
the positive relationship between deep acting and work engagement. Human resource
departments should pay attention to the social and emotional needs of employees. When
designing standard work procedures, enterprises should create a fair organizational atmo-
sphere and give employees more autonomy in their work. In particular, it is necessary to
give supervisors more authority to support frontline employees.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

This study used a time-lag research design, which somewhat reinforces the validity of
causality, but since all measured variables are derived from employee self-evaluation, it is
difficult to rule out the risk of homogeneity in the study [62]. Future studies could use other
people’s ratings or observations of the variables to confirm the results. In addition, this
study used questionnaires to collect data, which is slightly deficient in the representation
of causality. Future research can expand the sample size of the questionnaire survey and
adopt multiple data sources to strengthen the generalizability of the study.

Our study used the averaging item method to obtain a final average score, thus
exploring only the mediating role of work engagement as a single variable. Future research
could specifically explore the role of different dimensions of work engagement. Since the
averaging item method may lose some information and variance [59], future studies may
explore in depth which dimension of work engagement is affected by emotional labor and
which dimension of work engagement specifically affects employee voice behavior. In
addition, the influence of emotional labor on other behaviors, such as proactive behavior
and organizational citizenship behavior, can be explored to better understand the influential
mechanism of emotional labor.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, service industries experienced a severe decline in
revenue and a significant increase in employee turnover rate. Although the COVID-19
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pandemic has caused an unprecedented impact on the traditional service industry, its
impact on the digital service industry is very limited. The digital transformation has
mitigated the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on service industries, while providing
new opportunities for digital services. Future research can also explore the research topic
in the context of COVID-19 and digital transformation (Industry 4.0).
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