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ABSTRACT 

 

Using the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model as the theoretical framework, this 

study investigates how the perception of the work environment predicts the emotional labor 

strategies, and the moderating effect of personality traits on this relationship. Data were 

collected through the Portuguese Nurses Council, yielding 180 valid questionnaires. The 

perceptions of the work environment were measured through the Practice Environment Scale 

for Nurse Working Index (PES-NWI). Emotional labor strategies and the personality traits, in 

turn, were measured through the Emotional Labor Scale (ELS) and the Big Five Inventory 

Scale (BFIS) respectively. The hypothesized model was tested through a hierarchical multiple 

regression and bias-corrected bootstrap analyses (using 1000 bootstrap samples) with the 

PROCESS macros.  The results reveal a negative relationship between perception of the work 

environment and the adoption of a deep acting strategy. This relationship happens when 

individuals score high in consciousness and openness and when individuals score low in 

extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. When healthcare institutions offer a good work 

environment, nurses try to do their utmost to make their emotions correspond with what is 

expected of them. Thus, healthcare managers need to better understand how organizational 

policies and practices are translated into the work environment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Research investigating emotional labor in services settings - a form of emotion 

regulation that creates a publicly visible facial and bodily display within the workplace - has 

often emphasized the antecedents and outcomes of managing emotions (Grandey, 2000, 

2003; Zapf & Holz, 2006) as the emotional labor performance can lead to several outcomes 

which can be positive or negative (Gursoy et al., 2011; Karimi et al., 2013). There is a set of 

variables at a cultural, organizational, or individual level that can predict employee 

engagement with one of the emotional labor strategies, namely surface acting or deep acting. 

Surface acting is when employees need to mask their own emotions to display the emotions 

required by the organization (Grandey, 2000). Deep acting refers to the display of emotions 

required by the organization through cognitive manipulation of their own emotions (Grandey, 

2003). Although there have been attempts to investigate the effect of the emotional labor 

strategies (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002), no research has examined how the perceptions of the 

work environment impact the employees’ choice of one or the other approach to manage their 

emotions.  

In the healthcare context, the management of emotions takes greater proportions 

compared to other service organizations, due to the proximity, frequency, and intensity of 

relationships between employees and customers (Mechinda & Patterson, 2011). Healthcare 

workers are employed in a complex, stressful, demanding, and sometimes hazardous work 

environment that affects outcomes for both organizational and individual levels (Kramer & 
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Son, 2016). Furthermore, research has shown that work environment factors have a direct 

impact on health provider performance (Oswald, 2012). Accordingly, we wanted to explore 

this context to provide some insight into the impact that the perceptions of this specific work 

environment can have on emotional performance. We have decided to study the perception of 

nurses, who engage in emotional labor when they feel that their emotional displays do not 

match patient or social expectations (Mann & Cowburn, 2005). Such behavior assists nurses 

in managing their patients' reactions by facilitating emotional relief and has a positive 

association with psychological and physical well-being and recovery (Man & Cowburn, 

2005). Emotional labor as a part of a dynamic and interdependent complex cannot be 

understood outside the influence of self and identity. When nurses choose to engage in one of 

the emotional labor strategies (surface or deep acting) their personality characteristics may 

predict this choice.  

A positive perception of the work environment, even in a demanding service sector 

such as the healthcare sector, can lead to nurse’s engagement and to the choice of a more 

authentic strategy that also contributes to personal achievement, less stress, effective 

performance, and job satisfaction (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002; Grandey, 2003; Groth et al., 

2009).  

This paper is organized as follows. First, to further conceptualize how the perceptions 

of the work environment, emotional labor strategies and personality traits may combine, we 

examined the job demands-resources model that states that even if employees work in a 

demanding role; they can experience less stress if the organization provides resources to 

support them (Demerouti et al., 2001). Next, we build our theoretical framework including 

the relationship between work environment perceptions and emotional labor strategies and 

the moderation effect of the personality traits. Finally, we present the findings derived from 

our data. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Job Demand-Resources (JD-R) Theory 
 

The Job Demands-Resources Model was initially developed by Demerouti, Bakker, 

Nachreiner & Schaufeli (2001) as an attempt to overcome the limitations of other existing 

models of employee well-being, such as the demand-control model (Karasek,1979), and the 

effort-reward imbalance model (Siegrist,1996). JD-R model predicts employee and 

organizational well-being, by considering a variety of job characteristics and their 

corresponding interactions on stress and motivation. It was also developed to combine the 

negative outcomes of work and the health-enhancing effects of positive job characteristics (de 

Lange et al., 2008). This model has two main assumptions that we will study throughout the 

paper. 

The starting point of the JD-R model is the assumption that regardless of the type of 

job, the psychosocial work characteristics can be broadly categorized into two groups, 

namely job demands and job resources (Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

These two groups influence respectively the health and commitment of employees or more 

specifically influence the level of burnout of employees. In general, job demands and job 

resources are negatively related, since job demands such as high work pressure and 

emotionally demanding interactions with customers may restrain the mobilization of 

resources (Bakker et al., 2003; Demerouti et al., 2000, 2001).  

Job demands are the physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the 

job that require continuous effort and are hence related to certain physiological and/or 

psychological costs (Demerouti et al., 2001). High work pressure, role overload, unfavorable 

physical environment, and emotionally demanding interactions are some examples of job 

demands that may turn into job stressors (Meijman & Mulder, 1998).  
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 In contrast, job resources refer to physical, psychological, social, or organizational 

aspects of the job that are either functional in achieving work goals, reducing job demands 

and the associated physiological and psychological costs, or stimulating personal growth, 

learning, and development (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). For example, feedback, job control, 

and social support are the aspects that can foster engagement as well as mitigate the adverse 

consequences of undue job demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Schaufeli & Bakker, 

2004). As mentioned by Pelfrene, et al., (2002), the psychosocial work situation such as the 

decision freedom of the worker, social support networks, and job demands should also be 

considered. Job resources may be placed at the organizational level (e.g., career development, 

job security, salary), interpersonal level and social relations (e.g., support from colleagues, 

leadership, teamwork), the job position (e.g., role clarity, participation in decision making), 

and task level (e.g., skill diversity, task identity, autonomy, and performance feedback). 

Hence, resources are not only important to deal with job demands, but they are also necessary 

to foster positive thoughts and feelings about work and the organization, human motivation, 

and to achieve individual goals (Van den Broeck et al., 2008).  

We propose that such positive thoughts and feelings about their role, job, and 

organization may influence the extent to which service employees engage in surface or deep 

acting. We focus on work environment perceptions as a key job resource because it is 

composed of physical and social organizational factors that help achieve goals and foster 

engagement.  

 

Work Environment Perceptions and Emotional Labor 
 

To perform a service job adequately, employees may be required to present types of 

emotions that differ from their inner feelings. Faced with these emotional demands, 

employees must “manage feelings to create a publicly observable facial and bodily display” 

(Hochschild, 1983), that is, do emotional labor. According to Hochschild (1983), service 

providers can have two types of emotional labor behavior: a) surface acting – ‘faking 

feelings’ to align with expectations, ie., when one performs an emotional display to meet 

certain rules and expectations; or b) deep acting – attempting to modify feelings to match 

expectations, ie., when a person consciously attempts to feel a specific emotion that matches 

the expected emotional displays (Grandey, 2003).  

 Frontline employees do not exclusively adopt one approach over another, but this 

choice can depend on several internal or external factors. For example, maybe determined by 

the amount and quality of resources that are available when they do not experience the 

required emotions (Chou et al., 2012). Several authors studied the main drivers of emotional 

labor strategies that can be found at a cultural, organizational, or individual level (Martin et 

al., 2016). However, and although there are several studies about the possible antecedents of 

emotional labor, there is one element, which was not studied yet – the perception of the work 

environment.  

The work environment includes all external factors and variables that surround an 

employee and that can have an impact on his/her performance, such as the information, tools, 

and incentives that support performance (Robinson & Robinson, 1996; Gilbert, 1996). 

Although we can obtain data regarding work environment factors through various methods, 

the most reliable is from employees in the given environment (Bell, 2008). Employees 

provide the best information regarding how work environment factors influence their 

performance through their interpretation of reality (Robinson & Robinson, 1996).  

Previous studies have suggested that employees' perceptions of their work 

environment may impact job performance, productivity, job satisfaction, and employees' 

creativity. For example, Maurer, et al., (2003) found that the intention and willingness of 

employees to participate in developmental activities may be influenced by employees' 

perceptions of supervisory and organizational support. A study conducted on employees at 
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public universities concluded that the work environment has a significant positive impact on 

organizational commitment (Hanaysha, 2016). Yeh & Huan (2017) analyzed employees' 

creativity in hospitality and concluded that social support, resource adequacy, and freedom 

positively affect both employees' quantity and quality of creative performance. Another study 

associated work environment with employee job satisfaction in the context of banking, 

university, and telecommunication (Raziq & Maulabakhsh, 2015). They concluded that bad 

working conditions restrict employees from demonstrating their capabilities and reaching 

their full potential. According to Wilson, et al., (2012), the perceived services cape can also 

elicit emotional responses. Being in a particular place can make a person feel happy, light-

hearted, and relaxed, or may make a person feel sad, stressed, depressed and gloomy.  

We have further investigated the context of healthcare employees as they are 

employed in a complex, stressful, demanding, and sometimes hazardous work environment, 

which affects outcomes for both organizations and employees (Kramer & Son, 2016). This is 

especially relevant in the current Covid19 pandemic that we are witnessing (Ramaci et al., 

2020). Nurses are at risk of burnout as they are exposed to intense physical and emotional 

suffering and are frequently the focus of patients’ reactions, both affectionate and hostile 

resulting sometimes even in posttraumatic growth (Hamama‐Raz et al., 2020). Several studies 

found that the nursing work environment with high exposure to psychological demands and 

how work was organized were closely linked to stress, increased the probability of low 

vitality, bad mental health, and high emotional exhaustion (Escribà-Agüir, Pérez-Hoyos, 

2007; Ramaci et al., 2020; Blake et al, 2020).  

Undoubtedly, all the work environment factors have a direct impact on the health 

provider's performance (Oswald, 2012). For example, Aiken, et al., (2008), found that higher 

percentages of the nurses in hospitals with poor care environments reported high burnout 

levels and dissatisfaction with their jobs; on the contrary, when professional environment 

attributes were evaluated to be better, nurses’ work stress decreased, and nurses’ satisfaction 

indicators increased linearly (Tervo-Heikkinen et al., 2008). In sum, perceptions of a 

supportive work environment are the basis for reducing stress and increasing nurses’ 

satisfaction (Kirwan et al., 2013; Ganz & Toren, 2014; Zhang et al., 2014).  

Hence, a positive perception of the work environment will result in a willingness to 

adopt an emotional labor strategy that is more authentic, require less effort, and contribute to 

job satisfaction. Based on the above discussion, the following hypothesis is postulated: 

 
H1: The WE perceptions will affect the type and frequency of EL performance such that, (a) 

perceptions of the WE relate positively with deep acting and (b) negatively with surface acting 

strategies. 

 

Personality Traits and Emotional Labor 
 

Another assumption of the JD-R model refers to the relationships between job 

demands and resources. There are two possible ways in which demand and resources may 

have a combined effect on wellbeing, and indirectly influence performance. The first 

interaction proposed is the buffer effect of job resources on the relationship between job 

demands and strain (Demerouti & Bakker, 2006). In other words, employees who possess 

adequate or more resources could better cope with job demands and suffer less; whereas 

employees who are lacking resources may not be able to cope with job demands effectively, 

thus suffering more. Several studies have shown that job resources like social support, 

autonomy, performance feedback, and development opportunities can mitigate the impact of 

job demands on the strain, including burnout (Bakker et al., 2005; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). 

The second interaction is the boost effect of job demands on the relationship between 

job resources and work motivation (Demerouti & Bakker, 2006). Job resources become 

salient and influence motivation most when job demands are high. In other words, when an 
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employee is confronted with challenging job demands, job resources become a valuable and 

foster dedication to the tasks at hand.  

The literature offers ample evidence for the fact that personality characteristics shape 

(buffer or booster) adverse outcomes of stressors in general (Bakker et al., 2005). In our 

study, the personality traits function as a buffer or booster effect on the relationship between 

the perceptions of the work environment and the emotional labor strategies. The emotional 

labor performance is not an independent element of customer service employees, but instead, 

it is a part of a dynamic and interdependent complex comprising physical and intellectual 

aspects. Emotional labor performance cannot be understood outside the influence of self and 

identity. The display of emotions is, thus, dependent on the personality of the employees. 

When nurses choose to engage in one of the emotional labor strategies – surface acting or 

deep acting – their personality characteristics, as extraversion, agreeableness, consciousness, 

neuroticism, and openness, may predict this choice. Personality characteristics refer to the 

propensity to react in certain ways in given situations (Caprara & Cervone, 2000) and several 

authors studied personality characteristics as antecedents of emotional labor (Diefendorff et 

al., 2005; Gursoy et al., 2011; Qadir & Klan, 2016; Schaubroeck & Jones, 2000; Zhong et al., 

2012). However, we study the role of these characteristics as moderators of the impact of the 

perceptions of work environment, as job resources, on emotional labor strategies. 

Despite the breadth of theoretical perspectives (John et al., 1991; McAdams, 1995), 

research approached consensus on a general taxonomy of personality characteristics, known 

as the “Big Five”. The Big Five postulates that individual differences in adult personality 

characteristics can be organized into five broad domains: extraversion, neuroticism, openness 

to experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness (John & Srivastava, 1999). A large body 

of empirical research has supported the stability and predictive validity of the Big Five across 

different populations, contexts, and countries (Borghans et al., 2008).  

In a study that examined the association between personality traits and emotional 

labor strategies, Diefendorff et al. (2005) added that extroverted individuals experience 

positive emotions more often and thus they may have less of a need to fake their emotions 

during their interactions (to surface act) and be more likely to display their real feelings. 

Similarly, Austin and colleagues (2008) found a negative relationship between extraversion 

and surface acting. Based on those arguments, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

 
H2: Extraversion will (a) booster the relationship between the perception of WE and deep acting, and 

will (b) buffer the relationship between the perception of WE and surface acting. 

 

Another feature worth investigating is agreeableness, which describes individuals as 

being flexible, courteous, friendly, good-natured, cooperative, trusting, soft-hearted, 

generous, and tolerant, and forgiving (McCrae & Costa, 1991; Barrick & Mount, 1991; Mroz 

& Kaleta, 2016). These individuals are more likely to express positive emotions and suppress 

negative emotions at work. As such, they are greatly motivated to get along with others and 

try to develop and maintain positive relationships with others (McCrae & Costa, 1991). 

Studies show that individuals, who score higher on agreeableness, were more likely to engage 

with deep acting (Kim, 2008; Austin et al., 2008; Kiffin-Petersen et al., 2011). They are 

expected to put more effort into emotion regulation so that they have positive social 

interactions (Diefendorff et al., 2005). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis. 

 
H3: Agreeableness will (a) booster the relationship between the perception of WE and deep acting and 

will (b) buffer the relationship between the perception of WE and surface acting. 

 

One more personal characteristic is conscientiousness, which is related to people that 

are efficient, competent, hard-working, responsible, and persistent, and achievement-oriented 

(McCrae & Costa, 1991; Prentice, 2008). They are careful in carrying out their job tasks as 

they tend to perform well and have higher levels of safety performance at work. Because of 
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this, conscientious individuals follow rules for emotional expression and are more likely to 

display positive fake emotions to fulfill their job responsibilities (Yazdani, 2013). 

Conscientious people need less effort to express positive emotions and suppress negative 

emotions; hence conscientiousness is negatively correlated with surface acting and positively 

with deep acting and the expression of naturally felt emotions (Diefendorff et al., 2005; 

Kiffin-Petersen et al., 2011; Basim et al., 2013; Austin et al., 2008). Since conscientious 

individuals are more responsible and careful, they show greater adherence to display rules 

and meet the organization’s expectations by trying to be more authentic and sincere 

(Diefendorff et al., 2005). We developed the following hypotheses to test that feature: 

 
H4: Consciousness will (a) booster the relationship between the perception of WE and deep acting and 

will (b) buffer the relationship between the perception of WE and surface acting. 

 

Neuroticism, in turn, is commonly characterized by anxiety, fear, moodiness, worry, 

envy, frustration, jealousy, and loneliness (Thompson, 2008). Individuals who score high on 

neuroticism are more likely than average to experience such feelings, to respond more poorly 

to stressors, to interpret ordinary situations as threatening, and minor frustrations as 

hopelessly difficult (Matthews & Deary, 1998). Diefendorff et al. (2005) confirmed that 

individuals with a high score on neuroticism would use a surface acting strategy because 

surface acting requires relatively little mental effort about regulating emotions, whereas deep 

acting is more demanding (Zapf, 2002). Furthermore, individuals who score high on 

neuroticism experience more negative emotions and have the tendency to suppress their 

emotions (Chioqueta & Stiles, 2005). We propose the following hypothesis: 

 
H5: Neuroticism will (a) buffer the relationship between the perception of WE and deep acting and will 

(b) booster the relationship between the perception of WE and surface acting. 

 

Finally, openness to experience describes the breadth, depth, originality, and 

complexity of an individual’s mental and experiential life (John & Srivastava, 1999). This 

trait relates to intellect, openness to new ideas, cultural interests, educational aptitude, and 

creativity. People with high openness to experience have broad interests and deeper scope of 

awareness, are liberal and like novelty (Howard & Howard, 1995; McCrae & Costa, 1991). 

However, this characteristic is not related to any kind of facial expression and any social 

interaction (McCrae & Costa, 1991). Thus, individuals who score high in openness are not 

suitable for service providing, because most of the time they are unable to hide their original 

feelings (Prentice, 2008; Smith & Canger, 2004). Therefore, we predict that: 

 
H6: Openness will (a) booster the relationship between the perception of WE and deep acting, and will 

(b) buffer the relationship between the perception of WE and surface acting. 

 

Based on all the arguments provided, we assumed that personality traits function as a 

moderator because they may buffer (decrease) and/or boost (increase) the relationship 

between the perceptions of the work environment and the emotional labor strategies. Our 

hypothesized model is presented in Figure 1. 
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FIGURE 1  

HYPOTHESIZED MODEL 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Data Collection 
 

We conducted a survey online that was made available to nurses working in various 

healthcare units, as public and private hospitals, health centers, and clinics in Portugal. The 

participants were told that the purpose of the research was “to explore the association 

between the relationship nurses/patients and some demographic factors”. Data were collected 

from 180 valid questionnaires. Our group of participants consists of 133 (74%) female nurses 

and 47 (26%) male nurses. This disparity demonstrates well the Portuguese reality regarding 

the number of registered nurses in the Portuguese Nursing Council, 82% are women and 18% 

men. The men who make up our sample work on average for 18 years (SD = 9.28) as nurses, 

and women work on average for 14 years (SD = 10.03). More than 2/3 of our sample had a 

degree (67%). A great part of nurses work in public hospitals (52,5%) and half do not have a 

specialization in nursing (50%). 

 

Measures of Constructs 
 

Demographics 

 

A 25-item questionnaire was developed to assess several demographic variables of 

interest, such as age, sex, job tenure, nursing specialization, type of health institution, and 

educational level. 
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Emotional Labor Scale (ELS) 

 

Emotional labor strategies were measured with the emotional labor scale developed 

by Brotheridge & Lee (2003). This scale is divided into five emotional labor dimensions, 

however, we just assessed the dimensions of surface acting and deep acting as they are 

directly related to the aim of the study. The items in the deep acting subscale assess how 

much an employee has to modify feelings to comply with display rules. Moreover, the 

surface acting dimension measures the extent to which the employee must express emotions 

that are not felt and suppress feelings that conflict with display rules (Brotheridge & Lee, 

2003). Participants were asked to answer these items in response to the following question 

"On an average day at work, how often do you do each of the following when interacting 

with customers?" The dimensions were measured with a five-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 

= always). In the present study, Cronbach's α for deep acting and surface acting, respectively, 

were 0.70 and 0.72. 

 

Big Five Inventory Scale (BFI) 

 

The personality assessment is made through the Big Five Inventory Scale (John & 

Srivastava, 1999), consisting of 44 items designed to assess personality in five dimensions: 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, extraversion, neuroticism, and openness to experience. 

Through a five-point Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), 

participants answered according to the degree they fit into a variety of responses. The 44 

items selected for the inventory are composed of short and simple understanding sentences 

and refer to only one of the five dimensions that make up the Big Five personality. In the 

present study, Cronbach's α was for extraversion 0.81, for agreeableness 0.70, for 

consciousness 0.78, for neuroticism 0.76, and openness 0.77. 

 

Practice Environment Scale for Nurse Working Index (PES-NWI) 

 

The nurse work environment was measured by the Practice Environment Scale of the 

Nursing Work Index (PES-NWI; Lake, 2002) which comprises 28 items. We selected the 20 

items that best fit our study across the five subscales that are included in the overall tool: 

nurse participation in hospital affairs (3 items), nursing foundations for quality of care (4 

items), nurse manager ability, leadership, and support for nurses (5 items), staffing and 

resource adequacy (3 items), and nurse-physician relationships (5 items). This scale indicates 

the degree to which various modifiable organizational features are present in the nurse 

workplace with higher scores indicating more favorable ratings (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = 

strongly agree). In the current study, we have found excellent internal consistency for this 

scale (alpha= 0.91). 

 

Data Analysis 
 

After coding the variables, the data were processed using the Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences (SPSS) for Windows, version 23. The variables distribution was tested 

for normality by the Shapiro-Wilks test. To test the hypothesized model, we conducted a 

hierarchical multiple regression for the association between the perception of work 

environment and emotional labor strategies and the big five personality characteristics and 

emotional labor strategies, and we conducted bias-corrected bootstrap analyses (using 1000 

bootstrap samples) with the PROCESS macros developed by Hayes (2013) to test the 

moderating effects.  
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Due to the conceptual orthogonal nature of the Big Five (McCrae & Costa, 2003), five 

separate, yet identical analyses were conducted, one for each dimension of personality tested. 

Following Aiken & West’s (1991) recommendation for using centered variables (i.e., 

standardized so that their means are zero and their standard deviations are one), each 

predictor and moderator variable was centered to reduce multicollinearity between the 

interaction term and the main effects when testing for moderation. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Table 1 presents means, standard deviations, and Cronbach alphas for all measures 

included in the study. 

 
Table 1 

MEANS, STANDARD DEVIATIONS, INTERNAL CONSISTENCIES (CRONBACH’S Α ON THE DIAGONAL), AND PEARSON CORRELATIONS 

(N = 180) 

 Female Male            

Variables Mean SD Mean SD 
p-

value 
1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

1 PES-NWI 2.65 0.71 2.94 0.84 0.02 (0.91)          

2 
Surface 

acting 
6.17 1.45 6.08 2.03 0.75 0.00 (0.72)         

3 Deep acting 5.73 1.89 6.10 1.65 0.23 -0.17* 0.01 (.70)        

4 Extraversion 28.33 5.41 27.80 5.59 0.56 0.09 0.27** 
-

0.17* 
(0.81)       

5 Agreeableness 35.0 4.14 32.93 5.24 0.007 0.04 0.20** -0.09 0.33** (0.70)      

6 Consciousness 36.72 4.38 34.23 5.81 0.003 0.00 0.04 0.04 0.34** 8** (0.78)     

7 Neuroticism 21.54 5.11 19.70 4.78 0.03 
-

0.23** 
-0.10 0.05 

-

0.35** 

-

0.33** 

-

0.24** 
(0.76)    

8 Openness 36.28 5.24 38.87 5.78 0.005 0.03 0.10 -0.08 0.38** 0.26** 0.30** -0.17* (0.77)   

9 Age 37.11 10.22 39.78 9.22  0.05 -0.12 0.12 0.10 -0.09 0.00 -0.17* 0.06 (n.a.)  

10 Job tenure 14.80 10.03 18.04 9.28  0.06 -0.16* 0.11 0.12 -0.06 -0.03 
-

0.21** 
0.06 0.97** (n.a.) 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

Abbreviations: PES-NWI, Practice Environment Scale for Nurse Working Index; SD, standard deviation. 

 

 There is sufficient statistical evidence that allows us to conclude that the perception of 

the work environment is negatively associated with deep acting (r =-0.17, p <0.05). This 

means that the better the perception of the work environment fewer nurses tend to use deep 

acting. Extraversion (r =0.27, p <0.01) and agreeableness (r =0.20, p <0.01) were positively 

associated with surface acting. In other words, when nurses score high in extraversion and 

agreeableness, they are more likely to suppress and fake their emotions. In turn, job tenure (r 

=-0.16, p <0.05) was negatively associated with surface acting. That is, the higher the number 

of years in the profession, the fewer nurses tend to adopt a surface acting strategy or the less 

they tend to hide their emotions. Finally, extraversion (r =-0.17, p <0.05) was also negatively 

associated with deep acting. This means that when nurses score high in extraversion, they do 

not tend to use deep acting, i.e., to display more authentic emotions. 

Concerning the moderating effects (table 2), we found no interaction effects of the 

impact of personality traits on the relationship between the work environment perception and 

emotional labor strategies. Extraversion, agreeableness, consciousness, neuroticism, and 

openness were separately examined as a moderator of this relationship in two different steps. 

The perception of the work environment and each different personality trait were entered in 

the first step of the regression analysis. In the second step of the regression analysis, the 

interaction term between each personality trait and perception of the work environment was 

entered and did not showed a significant increase in variance in deep acting and surface 
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acting. Thus, the five personality traits were not a significant moderator of the relationship 

between perception of the work environment and deep acting, and surface acting.  

 
Table 2 

MODERATED REGRESSION TESTING THE LINK BETWEEN WORK ENVIRONMENT PERCEPTIONS 

AND EMOTIONAL LABOR STRATEGIES 

 DV: Deep Acting DV: Surface Acting 

 
Control 

Variables 
IV Moderators Interactions 

Control 

Variables 
IV Moderators Interactions 

Age 0.12 - - - -0.12 - - - 

Gender 0.08 - - - -.002 - - - 

Tenure 0.11 - - - -0.16* - - - 

WE perceptions - -0.17* - - - 0.00 - - 

Extraversion - - -0.17* - - - 0.27** - 

Agreeableness - - -0.09 - - - 0.20** - 

Consciousness - - -0.04 - - - 0.04 - 

Neuroticism - - 0.05 - - - -0.10 - 

Openness - - -0.08 - - - 0.10 - 

WE x 

Extraversion 
- - - - - - - - 

WE x 

Agreeableness 
- - - -0.01 - - - 0.03 

WE x 

Consciousness 
- - - 0.03 - - - 0.03 

WE x 

Neuroticism 
- - - -0.06 - - - -0.00 

WE x 

Extraversion 
- - - 0.02 - - - 0.01 

WE x Openness - - - 0.00 - - - -0.00 

F - - - 1.82 - - - 3.21 

R
2
 -0.03 0.03 0.05 0.05 0.03 0.00 0.10 0.10 

∆ R
2
 - 0.00 0.02 0.00 - 0.00 0.10 0.00 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

Abbreviations: WE, work environment; R
2
, regression model; DV, dependent variable; IV, independent variable. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Based on the precepts of the JD-R theory, this study developed and tested a research 

model, which investigates the relationship between the perceptions of the work environment 

and the emotional labor strategies and personality traits as the moderators of this relationship. 

To tackle this objective, six hypotheses were suggested, based on the relevant literature on 

emotional labor, work environment, and personality traits, and the sample of nurses was 

chosen. Generally, we found that a perception of the work environment is negatively 

associated with the use of one of the emotional labor strategies. To the extent that the more 

positive the perception of the work environment fewer nurses tend to adopt a strategy of deep 

acting. However, we could not confirm the booster and buffer effects of the personality traits. 

In other words, personality traits do not interfere with the relationship between work 

environment perceptions and emotional labor strategies. 
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The Relationship between the Perceptions of the Work Environment and Emotional 

Labor Strategies 

 

In our first hypotheses, H1a and H1b, we expected that a positive perception of the 

work environment, as a job resource, would be positively associated with the adoption of 

deep acting and would be negatively associated with the use of surface acting. Our 

hypotheses were not confirmed, however, the results revealed that there is a negative 

relationship between work environment perceptions and deep acting and, even if not 

statistically significant, there is a slightly positive relationship between work environment 

perceptions and surface acting. That means that nurses’ perceptions of their work 

environment have an impact on their emotional labor strategies, but in a reverse way, we 

were expecting. Thus, as nurses are getting a positive perception of their work environment, 

they do not try to change their inner feelings to feel a specific emotion; they instead show an 

inauthentic expression of themselves, trying to display positive fake emotions. 

 A possible explanation is that, because they have a positive perception of the work 

environment, nurses try to do their utmost to make their emotions correspond with what is 

expected of them. And given this work environment that is quite specific and emotionally 

tense, nurses are more likely to display positive fake emotions to fulfill their job 

responsibilities and to ensure that their emotions match patients' and the organization's 

expectations. In other words, the perceptions of the work environment mitigate the use of 

emotional labor strategies. In the literature, surface acting is understood as something 

negative and synonymous with employees' dissatisfaction (Hochschild, 1983; Brotheridge & 

Grandey, 2002; Morris & Feldman, 1996; Schaubroeck & Jones, 2000). However, in this 

specific work environment surface acting may be synonymous with employees' job 

satisfaction and employees' attempt to fulfill their responsibilities. 

 Our data indicated another important finding. Job tenure is negatively associated with 

the surface acting strategy. The length of work as nurses had an impact on the willingness to 

adopt the surface acting strategy. This finding means that the greater the number of career 

years, the lower the tendency for nurses to pretend and hide their emotions. Given that 

increases in job tenure are also accompanied by increases in chronological age, this is in line 

with the socioemotional selectivity theory that postulates that as people become older, they 

tend to be emotional expressive (Cheung & Tang, 2010; Hur et al., 2014) and avoid 

suppressing their emotions. People become motivated to maximize the experience of positive 

emotions and minimize the experience of negative emotions (Charles & Carstensen, 2007). 

Research on aging and development also confirms our data, suggesting that older individuals 

give higher priority to socially-oriented tasks (Carstensen et al., 1999) and invest their 

resources more in those goals that match their motivations and interests (Beier & Ackerman, 

2001). 

 

The Moderation Effect of Personality Traits 

 

No significant moderating effects of the personality traits on the relationship between 

work environment perception and emotional labor strategies were found, thus contradicting 

our hypotheses. However, our study shows some patterns within the data, as we summarized 

in table 3. The negative relationship between perceptions of work environment and deep 

acting, which we found in the first part of the study, happens when individuals score high in 

consciousness and openness and when individuals score low in extraversion, agreeableness, 

and neuroticism. In turn, the positive relationship found between perceptions of work 

environment and surface acting occurs when individuals score high in extraversion, 

agreeableness, neuroticism, and openness and score low in consciousness. These two 

relationships that are somewhat subjected to different personality traits seem to show an 
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inverse pattern, the personality traits that are high in one relationship appear to be low in the 

other relationship and vice versa. 

 

 
Table 3 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PERCEPTIONS OF WORK 

ENVIRONMENT AND EMOTIONAL LABOR STRATEGIES 

AND PERSONALITY TRAITS 

Work Environment 

Perceptions 

Personality Traits 

High Low 

Deep 

Acting 

 

 

Negative 

 

 

 

Consciousness 

Openness 

 

Extraversion 

Agreeableness 

Neuroticism 

Surface 

Acting 

 

 

Positive 

 

Extraversion 

Agreeableness 

Neuroticism 

Openness 

 

 

Consciousness 

 

 A possible explanation for these results is as follows. First, extraversion refers to the 

traits of being cheerful, talkative, active, and outgoing (Block, 1961 & Zellars et al., 2000; 

McCrae & Costa, 1991). These individuals are optimistic about things, situations, and events. 

So, they may likely display higher levels of surface acting. Also, due to their social skills, as 

they can adjust themselves according to the situation, extroverts may easily display positive 

fake emotions, i. e., and surface acting. Our result agrees with Ehigie & colleagues (2012) 

that found that extraversion was a negative predictor of deep acting and a positive predictor 

of surface acting. 

 Second, agreeable individuals are tolerant, cooperative, forgiving, and caring (Barrick 

& Mount, 1991). According to McCrae & Costa (1991), such individuals are greatly 

motivated to get along with others and establish honest and respected relations. They hardly 

retaliate when someone treats them badly and they try to maintain the impression that they 

are very nice, tolerant, sensitive, and trustworthy. Therefore, to maintain that impression, they 

may tend to express fake emotions and to put on a good face during interactions with others.  

 Third, conscientiousness relates to being responsible, self-disciplined, and acting 

dutifully (Costa & McCrae, 1992). Consciousness may be negatively related to engaging in 

emotional labor because a conscientious person is believed to possess qualities that reflect 

non-dependability (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Hough, 1992; Moon 2001). Non-dependable 

persons make their own decisions, so they don't behave in some way others want them to. 

Therefore, we can say they need less effort to express positive emotions and suppress 

negative emotions, that is, to perform emotional labor. 

 Fourth, individuals who are high on neuroticism are more likely to experience 

negative emotions and feelings of stress and anxiety. Therefore, they may require more 

psychological effort to suppress these negative emotions during social interactions. And, 

because they may want to compensate for their inner negative feelings and want to be 

acceptable in front of others, they may likely adopt a surface acting strategy. 

 Fifth, openness to experience reflects a person's curiosity, originality, intellect, 

creativity, and flexibility (McCrae & Costa, 1991). According to Prentice (2008) and Smith 

& Canger (2004), the characteristics attained by openness individuals are not appropriate for 

service providing, because most of the time they are unable to hide their original feelings. So, 

they may face more emotional labor, and be unable to regulate the needed emotions during 

the interpersonal transaction. For these, and to fulfill their responsibilities, nurses may engage 

in surface acting. 

 In sum, although there is not enough statistical significance some personality 

characteristics are positively and negatively associated with both strategies of emotional 
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labor. It is likely that one's personality – a relatively stable pattern of how one perceives and 

reacts to their environment – will influence how one manages their emotions in the 

workplace.  

 

CONCLUSION 

   

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that investigated the association 

between the perceptions of the work environment and their choice for one of the emotional 

labor strategies – surface acting and deep acting –, as well as the moderating effect of 

personality traits within this relationship. The theoretical significance of this research is 

fourfold: 1) the perception of the work environment is negatively associated with one of the 

emotional labor strategies, that is, when a positive perception of the workplace is displayed 

there is no tendency to adopt a deep acting strategy; 2) this statistically significant association 

happens when individuals score high in consciousness and openness; 3) we found a 

statistically negative association between extraversion and deep acting and positive 

association between extraversion, agreeableness and surface acting; and 4) job tenure is 

negatively associated with surface acting. 

Our results meet the idea that emotional labor is normally synonymous with not 

exhibiting genuine emotions, so we can assume that when we are in an environment that we 

consider positive or neutral, this need to forge emotions is not so necessary. Also, we may 

assume that emotional regulation is somewhat subjected to different personality traits. 

Extraverted individuals need less effort to exhibit positive emotions during service 

interactions. Thus, it is proposed that extraverted individuals face less emotional labor as they 

are social and ambitious. Individuals who score higher on agreeableness also express positive 

emotions easily because of their sincere disposition. So, it is proposed that individuals with 

agreeable personalities face less emotional labor in the management of emotions. Individuals 

with neurotic characteristics are not suitable for the service sector. They require more effort 

to regulate the organizationally required display emotions to fulfill the job tasks. Thus, is 

proposed that they will face more emotional labor to manage emotions. Conscientious 

individuals are careful in carrying out their job tasks and may thus be more appropriate to 

adhere to and display rules for emotional expression. Therefore, results support the argument 

that these individuals are good at interpersonal transactions.  

 For now, these findings have led to a deeper and fuller understanding of the impact of 

work environment perceptions and personality traits on the management of emotions at work. 

When healthcare institutions offer a good work environment, nurses try to do their utmost to 

make their emotions correspond with what is expected of them. Thus, healthcare managers 

need to examine how organizational policies and practices are translated into the work 

environment. Also, if we can better understand how nurses perceive their work environment 

and how that will affect, along with their personality, the way they manage emotions and 

present themselves to patients, we design better work environments. 

Limited generalizability of the findings resulted from the small sample size and the 

convenience sample procedures, which can include paper-and-pencil surveys. Future studies 

might attempt to avoid the common method-variance problem by collecting data from 

different sources. We acknowledge that our sample was predominantly female. This is a 

typical phenomenon across the healthcare industry since most nurses are women. In Portugal 

is no exception, 80% of registered nurses are women and 20% are men. The number of items 

presented in the survey is higher than the sample size because we decided to use the original 

version of the scales and not the short version making this study more reliable. To solve this 

issue, future studies should increase the sample size and the ratio be at least 3 observations 

per item. Participants in the study were placed in units, but the "team" effects were not 

analyzed. To address this limitation, future research should consider the fact that nurses work 

in teams, and this can affect their perception of the work environment as well as the way they 
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manage emotions Finally, our study was conducted using a homogeneous sample, namely 

nurses. Therefore, it would be important to test the external validity of the results for other 

working populations and organizations. But also, it would be useful if future studies replicate 

this study to a sample of physicians and make a comparison between these two important 

healthcare professions. Investigating other work environments would also be recommended 

to reveal any further idiosyncrasies, namely environments where the Covid19 outbreak 

presented different repercussions. 
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