
Article Not peer-reviewed version

How Employees’ Emotional Labor

Promotes Perceived Service Quality: A

Dual-Pathway Model

Pengfei Cheng and Xu Zhao *

Posted Date: 27 June 2025

doi: 10.20944/preprints202506.2307.v1

Keywords: emotional labor; service quality; customer positive affect; customer participation

Preprints.org is a free multidisciplinary platform providing preprint service

that is dedicated to making early versions of research outputs permanently

available and citable. Preprints posted at Preprints.org appear in Web of

Science, Crossref, Google Scholar, Scilit, Europe PMC.

Copyright: This open access article is published under a Creative Commons CC BY 4.0

license, which permit the free download, distribution, and reuse, provided that the author

and preprint are cited in any reuse.

https://sciprofiles.com/profile/2301802
https://sciprofiles.com/profile/4554596


 

 

Article 

How Employees’ Emotional Labor Promotes 
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* Correspondence: hwxzhao@163.com; Tel.: +86-150-0294-7282 

Abstract 

Despite service firms realizing that frontline employees’ emotional labor is important for fostering 
perceived service quality and improving sustainable competitiveness, the underlying theoretical 
mechanisms for this phenomenon remain unclear. Drawing on the emotions as social information 
(EASI) model, we proposed that employees’ emotional labor affects customer perceived service 
quality through both the emotional contagion pathway and the inferential pathway. Furthermore, 
the relative impact of either pathway depends on customer involvement. Using dyadic data from 
frontline employees and customers in banking industry, the results indicated that: employees’ 
emotional labor exerts significant influence on perceived service quality. Different from surface 
acting whose effect on service quality is only mediated by customer positive affect (through 
emotional contagion pathway), deep acting’s effects on service quality are mediated both by 
customer positive affect (through emotional contagion pathway) and customer participation 
(through emotional inferential pathway). Furthermore, customer involvement moderates the positive 
link of deep acting and customer participation, and the negative link of surface acting and customer 
positive affect. 

Keywords: emotional labor; service quality; customer positive affect; customer participation 
 

1. Introduction 

In order to survive in the fiercely competitive contemporary business environment, service 
organizations are gradually increasing the expectations placed upon frontline employees, who are a 
key determinant of service evaluations. (Madera, Taylor et al. 2020). Especially in high-contact service 
industry, customers evaluate or predict service quality by observing frontline employees’ emotions 
and behaviors during the service process(Shin, Hur et al. 2022). Emotional labor, as conceptualized 
in Hochschild's seminal 1983 work, refers to the process by which employees manage and modulate 
their emotional expressions as an integral component of their service delivery roles(Hochschild 1983). 
It is acknowledged by both academic researchers and organizational managers that emotional labor 
exerts a significant influence on the formation of customer perceptions regarding service 
outcomes(Deng, Walter et al. 2017, Shin and Hur 2020). This consensus underscores the critical role 
that the regulation and expression of emotions by service employees play in shaping customer 
experiences, satisfaction levels, and overall evaluations of service quality. However, as two different 
strategies employees can take to regulate their emotions, deep and surface acting show incongruent 
effects on customer’s service evaluation. Andrzejewski and Mooney (2016) find that only genuine 
emotions displayed (deep acting) by employees can cause higher customer service evaluations. More 
recently, research conducted within the hotel industry by Wang (2019) demonstrates that deep acting 
and surface acting, as distinct forms of emotional labor, have divergent impacts on customers' 
perceptions of service quality. Specifically, deep acting, which involves the genuine modulation of 
internal emotions to align with organizational expectations, is associated with positive effects on 
perceived service quality. Conversely, surface acting, characterized by the superficial display of 
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emotions without underlying emotional change, exerts a negative influence on customers' 
evaluations of service quality. These findings highlight the nuanced role of emotional labor strategies 
in shaping customer experiences and outcomes in the hospitality sector. Given incongruent results of 
how different emotional labor strategies affect service quality, the underlying mechanism that 
emotional labor affects service quality remains to be uncovered. 

The emotions as social information model (EASI) provides a theoretical framework for 
understanding how emotions as social information are interpreted and used by observers (Van Kleef 
2009). According to EASI model, interpersonal emotional influence operates through two primary 
pathways: inferential processes and affective reactions. Inferential processes involve observers 
interpreting emotional expressions to gain insights into the expresser's thoughts, intentions, or the 
situational context, while affective reactions refer to the emotional responses elicited in observers, 
which subsequently shape their behavior (Van Kleef 2009). The EASI model has been extensively 
applied to elucidate various organizational phenomena, including conflict resolution, leadership 
effectiveness, and team performance(Liu, Song et al. 2017, Lee 2018, Van Kleef and Côté 2022). 
However, its application within the context of service interactions remains relatively underexplored. 
Only a limited number of studies, such as (Wang, Singh et al. 2017), have employed the EASI model 
to investigate how employees' emotional expressions influence customers' emotions and behavioral 
responses, highlighting a significant gap in the literature regarding the role of emotional dynamics 
in service encounters.  

To address these research gaps, drawing on the EASI model, we propose a two-pathway mode: 
emotional contagion and emotional inferential processes, by which employees’ emotional labor can 
influence customer perceived service quality indirectly. Specifically, we operationalize the contagion 
and inferential processes by introducing customer positive affect and customer participation as 
mediators, respectively. Furthermore, we also propose customer involvement, which affects 
customer information seeking and information processing(Olk, Tscheulin et al. 2021), could serve as 
the boundary condition which could alter how different emotional labor strategies indirectly 
influence service quality via either emotional contagion or inferential process. We opening the “black 
box” that links employees’ emotional labor and service quality and identifying its boundary 
conditions to enrich the research on emotional labor. The findings may deepen managers’ 
understanding of emotional labor and afford effective managerial control instruments to guarantee 
high service quality. 

2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 

2.1. Emotional Labor 

Emotional labor refers to a series of behaviors performed by employees to comply organizations 
expectation by regulating their emotions during service encounters (Ashforth and Humphrey (1993)). 
Prior research has proposed two distinct strategies to regulate emotions: surface and deep 
acting(Grandey and Melloy 2017). Surface acting is defined that employees camouflage external 
emotional displays to conform with organizational display rules(Scott and Barnes 2011). Deep acting 
refers to an acting with more sincere. The employees who engage in deep acting try to adjust inner 
emotional experiences to be consistent with the mandated emotional display rules. Many previous 
studies emphasize the negative consequence of surface acting, such as low employee well-being (Yao 
and Gao 2021). In contrast, the outcomes of deep acting tend to be desirable. For example, is 
negatively and deep acting is positively associated with performance outcomes, especially customer 
satisfaction(Gabriel, Diefendorff et al. 2023, Groth and Esmaeilikia 2023). 

2.2. Service Quality 

As one of the most popular concepts in service marketing fields, perceived service quality refers 
to individual’s judgment about service production and delivery, and that is “formed by customers 
during the service experience.” (Pugh 2001, Dlačić, Arslanagić et al. 2014). Service quality includes 
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two distinct dimensions (Ha and Jang 2010). Technical quality emphasizes the tangible aspect of the 
service, such as the accuracy, reliability, and effectiveness of the service provided (Gallan, Jarvis et 
al. 2013). In contrast, functional quality focus on the process of how service is delivered. Such as 
customer’s experience of the interaction with service employees(De Keyser and Lariviere 2014). Both 
dimensions are crucial for delivering high-quality service (Gronroos 1993). Frontline employees, as 
representatives of service firms, are critical factor impacting service quality(Lin, Ling et al. 2021, Fan, 
Gao et al. 2022). 

2.3. A Dual Pathway for Emotional Labor to Influence Perceived Service Quality 

The emotions as social information model (EASI) states that emotions are important social 
information during interpersonal transactions, and observers interpret and infer others’ real 
motivation by using emotional cues and react to those cues (Van Kleef 2009). According to the EASI, 
observers have two paths to deal with others’ emotional information and allow their bodies to 
respond quickly(Deng, Walter et al. 2020). The emotional contagion pathway refers to a process by 
which individuals who automatically imitate and synchronize facial expressions, actions and 
vocalizations with others become emotionally convergent (Herrando, Jiménez-Martínez et al. 2022). 
By aligning their emotional expressions and physiological states with others, individuals begin to 
experience similar affective states, thereby fostering emotional alignment and shared feelings within 
social interactions. This pathway is a fundamental aspect of social bonding and empathy, enabling 
individuals to resonate emotionally with others in their environment. In contrast, the inferential 
pathway involves a cognitive process in which individuals use emotional information to deduce the 
underlying feelings, intentions, and motivations of those expressing emotions (Erle, Schmid et al. 
2022). Unlike the automatic and unconscious nature of the emotional contagion pathway, the 
inferential pathway requires observers to engage in deliberate and effortful cognitive processing to 
interpret the true emotional states and motivations of others (Van Kleef 2009). In service interactions, 
we can infer customers, as observers of frontline employee’s displaying emotions, will take above 
two different paths to interpret employees’ real motivation and turn react to that emotional 
information. 

2.3.1. The Emotional Contagion Pathway of Emotional Labor on Perceived Service Quality 

According to the emotional contagion theory, individual’s emotional reactions can be evoked by 
others’ emotional displays (Hatfield, Bensman et al. 2014, Herrando and Constantinides 2021). 
During the contagion process, individual automatically mimics and unconsciously synchronizes 
other’s emotional states and behaviors, consequently, generating physiological feedback and 
translating into corresponding feelings(Norscia, Zanoli et al. 2020, Kong 2022). There are two distinct 
contagion process: primitive contagion and deliberate contagion. Primitive contagion occurs when 
people unconsciously and automatically synchronize with the emotions of others without devoting 
much cognitive effort to judging their authenticity (Hatfield, Cacioppo et al. 1992). Even though 
frontline employees are displaying fake positive emotions (surface acting), customers are still affected 
and experience similar positive emotions through primitive contagion. Therefore, frontline 
employees’ surface acting is expected to exert positive influence on customer positive affect. 

In contrast, deliberate contagion refers to the intentional process of transferring emotions from 
one person (or group) to another through verbal, nonverbal, or behavioral cues. In service 
interactions, frontline employees perform deep acting through deliberately regulating their inner 
feelings and expressing positive emotions to create excellent service experience for customers. Hence, 
frontline employees’ deep acting is expected to foster customer positive affect. Actually, prior 
researchers have identified that positive emotions displayed by employees predict customer positive 
affect (Pugh 2001). Therefore, we can infer that no matter whether frontline employees display 
genuine (deep acting) or fake positive emotions (surface acting) during service encounters, they could 
induce positive customer affect through the emotional contagion pathway. 
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H1: Frontline employees’ (a) deep acting and (b) surface acting are positively related to customer 
positive affect. 

A critical element which customers evaluate service quality is employee-customer interaction. 
Especially in high contact service industries, customer’s positive affect, as the core of customer 
experience, plays vital role of determining customer’s service evaluation (Zeithaml, Berry et al. 1988). 
Research on affect infusion considers that individuals’ global judgments are influenced by their 
affective states (Forgas 1995). Positive affect may prevent customers from critical thinking and 
improve their positive evaluation, such as high service quality.(Barger and Grandey 2006, Rocklage 
and Fazio 2020).  

H2: Customer positive affect is positively related to (a) technical service quality and (b) 
functional service quality. 

2.3.2. The Emotional Inferential Pathway of Emotional Labor on Perceived Service Quality 

According to EASI, the observer who takes the emotional inferential pathway will infer others’ 
real motivation by their emotions(Van Kleef 2014). During this process, the observer devotes greater 
cognitive efforts, which influences the observer’s behavioral reactions(Bruder, Lechner et al. 2021, 
Erle, Schmid et al. 2022). Customers were evoked positive emotions and behavioral reactions in 
service context only when customers perceived employee positive emotional displays as authentic 
(deep acting)(Gong, Park et al. 2020). On the contrary, if customers consider employees’ emotions as 
faked (surface acting), they will question employees’ real motivation, which will undermine their 
trust(Liu, Wang et al. 2019). Therefore, only employees’ deep acting affects customers’ behavior 
reactions through the emotional inferential pathway.  

Customer participation refers to the degree that customers afford resource inputs in producing 
and delivering services(Morgan, Obal et al. 2018). When customers engage in the service production 
and delivery, customers should invest extra time, energy, and personal effort(Li and Hsu 2017). Thus, 
customer participation is an individual’s elaborate processing which occurs only during the 
inferential pathway. We propose, in service interaction, frontline employees’ deep acting can initiate 
customer participation, primarily through the emotional inferential pathway rather than the 
contagion pathway. 

H3: Deep acting is positively related to customer participation. 

Given the inseparability of service(Moeller 2010), service quality is determined by both 
employees and customers(Rather and Camilleri 2019). Through customer participation, service firms 
can obtain customer preference information and design offerings that meet unique and changing 
needs. Furthermore, participation helps customers get a better understanding of the service process 
and enriches their knowledge and information about service which can avoid irrational expectations 
of service(Barari, Ross et al. 2021). According to Gallan, Jarvis et al. (2013), customized services, 
personal knowledge given by customer participation imply high level of technical service quality. 
Except improving technical service quality, Customer participation also fosters functional service 
quality. By providing opportunities for customers to directly interfere with the service 
production(Kumar and Pansari 2016), customer participation makes customers’ service experience 
more enjoyable through increasing their sense of control over the service process (Auh, Menguc et al. 
2019). Furthermore, customer participation facilitates communication and provides opportunities to 
strengthen customer-employee bonds(Delpechitre, Beeler-Connelly et al. 2018). Therefore, customer 
participation fosters the employee-customer interaction and enhances functional service quality. 

H4: Customer participation is positively related to (a) technical service quality and (b) functional 
service quality. 

2.4. Moderating Effect of Customer Involvement 

Customer involvement is defined as the extent of perceived association of something to the 
customer based on intrinsic demands, values, and interests(Cui and Wu 2016). Previous research has 
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identified customer involvement as a critical motivational variable that can influence customers’ 
purchase decisions, information seeking, and way of information processing(Cheung, Xiao et al. 2012, 
Li, Li et al. 2019). According to information-processing theory(Hann, Hui et al. 2007), customers with 
high involvement have higher cognitive needs, which drive them to process external information 
more carefully and to form their judgments. Hence, we conclude that highly involvement customers 
are more motivated to spend cognitive efforts in inferring employee’s emotions, namely the 
emotional inferential pathway. 

H5: The positive influence of deep acting on customer participation is stronger(weaker) when 
customer involvement is high (low). 

H6: The positive influence of surface acting on customer positive affect is weaker (stronger) 
when customer involvement is high (low). 

 
Figure 1. The conceptual model. 

3. Method 

3.1. Sample and Procedure 

Considering the facilitation of investigating emotional labor, we select retail banking service 
which is characterized by intense employee-customer interaction. The dyadic data was collected on-
site from frontline employee and their customers in ten retail banks located in northwestern China. 
When the interaction is over, both employees and customers were invited to participate the survey. 
Employees were requested to report the extent of emotional labor to which he/she just performed 
during the interaction. In contact, customers were requested to report their level of positive affect, 
participation, involvement, and perceived service quality. A total of 450 questionnaires were 
distributed, and 371 of these were eventually collected. After removing 17 incomplete responses, 354 
were usable, for a response rate of 78.7%. 

3.2. Measures 

All core constructs were measured by five-point Likert scales ranging 1 (extremely disagree) to 
7 (extremely agree). Specifically, frontline employees reported their deep and surface acting using 
two 3-item scales developed by Brotheridge and Lee (2003). Customer participation was reported by 
customers using a scale with five items developed by  Chan, Yim et al. (2010). Customer reported 
their positive affect using 6-item scale from Pugh (2001), originally developed by Brief, Burke et al. 
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(1988). With respect to service quality, we adopt two 3-item scales from Gallan, Jarvis et al. (2013) to 
capture the two key dimensions: functional and technical quality, respectively. Customer 
involvement was measured using 4 items by Cheung and To (2011). Control variables included 
gender, age, income, and education. 

3.3. Validity and Reliability 

Before testing the hypotheses, the validity and reliability of all variables were examined. For 
validity, we performed Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) by restricting every item only loaded on 
its specified factor. The results (Chi-Square= 868.82 df=303; RMSEA= 0.073; NFI =0.93; NNFI=0.95; CFI 
=0.95; GFI= 0.85) of the measurement model with 7 factors indicate that the model fits the data well. 
The minimum factor loading of items is 0.67 (Table 1) which exceeds the threshold value 0.6. 
Therefore, the of convergent validity of all variables is acceptable. To examine the discriminant 
validity of all variables, we first calculated the average variances extracted (AVE) of all variables and 
then compared square roots of AVE with all corresponding correlations. As shown in Table 2, all 
variables’ square roots of AVE are greater than any corresponding correlations, indicating acceptable 
discriminant validity.  The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients (ranging from 0.817 to 0.918) of all 
constructs were above the cut-off value 0.70 (see Table 1), indicating acceptable reliability. 

Table 1. CFA and Reliability. 

Variables Items Factor 
loadings T-value Variables Items Factor 

loadings T-value 

DA 
α=0.899 

DA-1 0.83 18.73 
SA 
α=0.817 

SA-1 0.83 17.18 
DA-2 0.92 21.93 SA-2 0.84 17.58 
DA-3 0.84 18.96 SA-3 0.67 13.14 

CP 
α=0.909 

CP-1 0.84 18.87 
CI 
α=0.862 

CI-1 0.76 15.93 
CP-2 0.83 18.72 CI-2 0.86 19.08 
CP-3 0.80 17.63 CI-3 0.73 15.07 
CP-4 0.84 18.95 CI-4 0.79 16.88 
CP-5 0.78 17.01 

TSQ 
α=0.890 

TSQ-1 0.84 18.84 

CPA 
α=0.918 

CPA-1 0.84 19.32 TSQ-2 0.85 18.96 
CPA-2 0.86 19.83 TSQ-3 0.88 20.24 
CPA-3 0.86 19.85 

FSQ 
α=0.871 

FSQ-1 0.83 18.20 
CPA-4 0.82 18.41 FSQ-2 0.89 20.20 
CPA-5 0.78 17.01 FSQ-3 0.79 16.90 
CPA-6 0.68 14.07     

Note: DA= deep acting, CP= customer participation, CPA= customer positive affect, SA= Surface acting, CI= 
consumer involvement, TSQ= technical service quality, FSQ= functional service quality. 

Table 2. Correlation matrix and AVE. 

 Means SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. DA 4.414 1.406 0.864       

2. SA 4.263 1.299 0.274** 0.784      

3. CPA 4.261 1.347 0.454** 0.298** 0.809     

4. CP 4.775 1.354 0.366** 0.140** 0.020 0.818    

5. CI 3.707 1.436 -0.154** 0.001 -0.068 -0.122* 0.787   

6. TSQ 4.766 1.582 0.360** 0.021 0.337** 0.460** -0.148** 0.857  

7. FSQ 4.435 1.386 0.419** 0.237** 0.385** 0.276** -0.099 0.328** 0.838 

Note: The square roots of AVE are shown in diagonal elements. *p<0.05； **p<0.01. 

4. Results 

4.1. Test of the Mediating Effects 
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To examine mediation effects of customer participation and customer positive affect on the link 
of emotional labor to technical service quality,  we ran several regression models by following Baron 
and Kenny (1986) process. First, we tested the effects of emotional labor on technical service quality 
(TSQ).  The results of M-1 in Table 3 indicated that deep acting exerted positive and significant (β = 
0.419, p < 0.01) influences on technical service quality. However, surface acting had a negative 
influence (β = -0.122, p < 0.1) on technical service quality. Second, we regressed two mediators 
(customer participation and customer positive affect) on emotional labor, respectively. The results of 
M-2 provided support for H3 as the effect of deep acting on customer participation is significant and 
positive (β = 0.307, p < 0.01). That means frontline employees’ deep acting could effectively encourage 
customer to participate. The results of M-3 showed that both deep acting (β = 0.405, p < 0.01) and 
surface acting (β = 0.162, p < 0.01) had positive influence on customer positive affect, supporting H1a 
and H1b.  Third, we regressed technical service quality (TSQ) on independent variables and 
mediators simultaneously. The results of M-4 showed that: under the control of mediators, (a)the 
positive link of deep acting to technical service quality was no longer significant; (b) the link of surface 
acting to  technical service quality remained significant and negative (β = -0.215, p < 0.01) and (c) 
both customer participation (β = 0.530, p < 0.01) and customer positive affect (β = 0.389, p < 0.01) had 
positive effects on technical service quality, supporting H2a and H4a. That means the influence of 
deep acting on technical service quality was fully mediated by both customer participation and 
customer positive affect. While the influence of surface acting on technical service quality was 
partially mediated only by customer positive affect. It was worth noting that surface acting shown 
negative direct influence and positive indirect influence through customer positive affect 
simultaneously.  

To test mediation effects of customer participation and customer positive affect on the link of 
emotional labor to functional service quality, we first regressed the functional service quality on 
emotional labor. The coefficients of M-5 in Table 3 indicated that both deep acting (β = 0.382, p<0.01) 
and surface acting (β = 0.140, p<0.01) had positive influence on functional service quality. In M-6, 
after entering the mediators, the regression coefficient of deep acting remained positive and 
significant (β = 0.211, p<0.01), while the regression coefficient of surface acting became nonsignificant. 
In addition, both customer participation (β = 0.197, P <0.01) and customer positive affect (β = 0.275, P 
<0.01) had significant and positive influence on functional service quality, supporting H2b and H4b. 
These findings indicated that the influence of deep acting on functional service quality was partially 
mediated by both customer participation and customer positive affect. While the influence of surface 
acting on functional service quality was partially mediated only by customer positive affect. 

Table 3. Mediating effects test. 

Independent variables M-1 M-2 M-3 M-4 M-5 M-6 
TSQ CP CPA TSQ FSQ FSQ 

Control 
variables 

Gender 0.031 0.081 0.007 -0.014 -0.053 -0.071 
Age -0.116 0.136* -0.175** -0.120 -0.034 -0.013 
Revenue 0.102 0.133* -0.057 0.054 0.016 0.005 
Education 0.000 -0.142* -0.003 0.076 0.044 0.073 

DA 0.419*** 0.307*** 0.405*** 0.099 0.382*** 0.211*** 
SA -0.122* 0.058 0.162*** -0.215*** 0.140** 0.084 
CP -- -- -- 0.530*** -- 0.197*** 
CPA -- -- -- 0.389*** -- 0.275*** 
R2 0.139*** 0.177***  0.352*** 0.198*** 0.268*** 
Note: DA= deep acting, CP= customer participation, CPA= customer positive affect, SA= Surface acting, CI= 
consumer involvement, TSQ= technical service quality, FSQ= functional service quality. *p<0.1; **p<0.05; 
***p<0.05. 

4.2. Test of the Moderating Effects 
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We tested the moderating effect of customer involvement by conducting hierarchical 
regressions. We initially examine the main effects of emotional labor on customer participation. The 
regression coefficients of M-7 (Table 4) indicated that deep acting had positive influence on customer 
participation (β = 0.418, p<0.01), while neither surface acting nor customer involvement were 
significantly associated with customer participation. Then, the interaction item (DA*CI) was entered 
in the regression model(M-8). The interaction of deep acting with customer involvement (DA*CI) was 
positive and significant (β = 0.214, p<0.01). Also, the R2 changed from 0.18 to 0.21, which was 
significant (ΔR2=0.030, P<0.01). Hence, H5 was supported.  

Table 4. Tests for moderating effects. 

Independent variables 
M-7 M-8 M-9 M-10 
CP CP CPA CPA 

Control 
variables 

Gender 0.084 0.077 0.007 0.009 
Age 0.136* 0.159** -0.175** -0.165** 
Revenue 0.133* 0.081 -0.057 -0.065 
Education -0.137* -0.120 -0.003 0.000 

DA 0.418*** 0.363*** 0.569*** 0.494*** 
SA 0.079 0.075 0.210*** 0.209*** 
CI -0.084 -0.056 -0.003 -0.046 
DA *CI -- 0.214***   
SA * CI   -- -0.219*** 
R2/ΔR2 0.180***/-- 0.210***/0.030*** 0.263***/-- 0.296***/0.033*** 
Note: DA= deep acting, CP= customer participation, CPA= customer positive affect, SA= Surface acting, CI= 
consumer involvement. *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.05. 

We visualized the moderating effect by plotting the simple slopes of deep acting -customer 
participation relationship at high and low levels of customer involvement. As shown in Figure 2, 
among customers reporting high levels of involvement, employee’s high deep acting fostered higher 
participation than those low in involvement. 

 

Figure 2. Moderating effect of customer involvement on deep acting-customer participation. 

For the moderating effect of customer involvement on the relationship between surface acting 
and customer positive affect, the coefficients of M-9 shown that both deep acting (β = 0.569, p <0.01) 
and surface acting (β = 0.210, p <0.01) had positive influence on customer positive affect. However, 
while there was no significant relationship between customer involvement and customer positive 
affect. When the interaction item (SA*CI) was introduced (M-10), the regression coefficient of the 
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interaction item was negative and significant (β = -0.219, p<0.01). The R2 changes were also significant 
(ΔR2 = 0.033, P <0.01). Thus, H6 was supported. 

We plotted the simple slopes of surface acting on customer positive affect at high and low levels 
of customer involvement. As shown in Figure 3, among customers reporting low levels of 
involvement, employee’s high surface acting fostered higher positive affect than those high in 
involvement. 

 
Figure 3. Moderating effect of customer involvement on surface acting-customer participation. 

5. Discussion 

Drawing upon EASI, we propose that emotional labor influences service quality through 
customer participation and customer positive affect. Also, we consider the boundary condition of this 
mechanism by examining the moderating effects of customer involvement. Our findings showed that 
service quality was influenced by deep acting through both the emotional contagion pathway and 
the inferential pathway. Specifically, customer positive affect and customer participation fully 
mediated the effects of deep acting on technical service quality. However, customer positive affect 
and customer participation partially mediated the influence of deep acting on functional service 
quality, meanwhile deep acting influenced functional service quality directly and positively.  

Furthermore, surface acting influenced service quality only through the emotional contagion 
pathway. Specifically, surface acting was related to technical service quality partially mediated by 
customer positive affect, while the effect on functional service quality was fully mediated by 
customer positive affect. A side note of interest is that surface acting influences technical service 
quality through the negative direct effect and positive mediating effect simultaneously. 

Finally, customer involvement moderated the relationship between emotional labor on service 
quality. For highly involved customers, frontline employees’ deep acting had a stronger influence on 
customer participation than it did for less involved customers. However, for customers with low 
involvement, frontline employees’ surface acting had a stronger positive influence on customer 
positive affect than for customers with high involvement. 

5.1. Theoretical Contributions 

Although both theory and practice acknowledge that frontline employees displaying positive 
emotions in service encounters could bring better service experiences and higher service evaluations 
(Rocklage and Fazio 2020, Zhan, Luo et al. 2021), little is known about the mechanism through which 
employees’ emotional labor links to service quality (Lechner and Mathmann 2021). To address this 
gap, drawing on EASI model, we proposed that emotional contagion pathway (customer positive 
affect) and the inferential pathway (customer participation) serve as parallel mediators of the link 
from employee emotional labor to perceived service quality. Thus, the present research revealed the 
process of how frontline employees’ distinct emotion regulation strategies influence customer’s 
perceived service quality. The findings could answer previous studies’ call for exploring the 
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psychological mechanism through which customer could internalize and interpret frontline 
employees’ difference emotional labor strategies and in turn drive their perceived service quality 
(Subramony, Groth et al. 2021). 

Second, the findings of this study contribute to the emotional labor theory by confirming that 
distinct emotional labor strategies influence customer’s service evaluation through different 
mechanisms. Although Gong, Park & Hyun (2020) persisted that customer’s perception of frontline 
employee’s emotional labor would affect customer loyalty through affective reactions and cognitive 
appraisals(Gong, Park et al. 2020), little attention has been paid to different mechanisms by deep and 
surface acting exert influence on service evaluation. According to our findings, deep acting could 
trigger customers emotional contagion and inferential process simultaneously, while surface acting 
could only activate emotional contagion process. Therefore, this study supply evidence to extend 
current understandings of how customers utilize their perceptions of frontline employees’ emotion 
expression to evaluate the service.  

Finally, this study contributes to the literature on EASI by exploring the boundary condition of 
this model applied in the context of service interaction by examining the moderating effect of 
customer involvement. By doing so, these findings could respond to Kleef and Côté’s call for extend 
EASI to different organizational settings(Kleef and Côté 2022). In service interactions, customers with 
different involvement rely on different strategies to process frontline employees’ emotions.  For 
customers with high involvement, inferential process was more likely to be utilized to interpret 
frontline employees’ emotion. In contrast, low involved customers prone to take contagion process 
to use frontline employees’ emotions. These findings provide evidence of the boundary conditions of 
EASI.  

5.2. Managerial Implications 

The findings of this study shed light on how service firms could improve service quality. First, 
Managers should realize the vital role of frontline employee’s emotional labor in shaping customer’s 
perception of service quality. They could adopt techniques such as cognitive reassessment and 
attention deployment to help employees regulate internal emotional states more effectively, and 
guide frontline employees to adopt deep acting rather than surface acting during service 
encounters(Kang and Jang 2022). Second, frontline employees should be aware of the level of 
customer involvement. For customers with high level involvement, employees should attach 
importance to deep acting to show real positive emotions(Kim and Park 2023). For low-involvement 
customers, it makes little difference whether positive emotions shown by employees are real or not. 
At this point, employees can focus more on other aspects of the service interaction, such as service 
productivity(Bellet, De Neve et al. 2024) and accuracy(Soemah 2023). 

6. Limitations and Future Directions 

Several limitations of this study should be considered. First, the data this study was collected in 
banking industry, which might limit the generalizability of these findings. Future studies should 
collect data from multi service industries to examine the generalizability of these findings. Second, 
according to the EASI model, individuals taking which way to process others’ emotions depends on 
their competence to process emotional information. It is therefore necessary to consider new 
moderators of this mediation. Emotional intelligence (EI), which refers to the ability to recognize, 
understand, manage, and influence emotions—both in yourself and others (Prentice, Dominique 
Lopes et al. 2020), should be considered as new moderator in the future. 
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