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Using the conservation of resources theory and social exchange theory as our
conceptual frameworks, the current study examined how employee surface acting
relates to their sabotage to customers through the mediating role of emotional
exhaustion and explored the moderating roles of coworker exchange (CWX) and
leader-member exchange (LMX). We collected two-wave time-lagged data from 540
clinical nurses and found that emotional exhaustion mediated the positive relationship
between surface acting and employee sabotage to customers. In addition, we found
that CWX buffered the positive effect of surface acting on emotional exhaustion, while
LMX buffered the positive effect of emotional exhaustion on employee sabotage to
customers, such that the effects were weaker when CWX and LMX were higher,
respectively. These findings shed light on the effect of surface acting on employee
harmful behaviors, the potential underlying mechanism, and boundary conditions to
mitigate the negative consequences of surface acting.
Keywords: surface acting, emotional exhaustion, sabotage to customers, coworker exchange, leader-member
exchange

INTRODUCTION
Since the service industry accounts for above 60% of world GDP and the economy (The World
Factbook, 2017), increasing research has focused on frontline service employees’ behaviors,
attitudes, and feelings (Grandey, 2008; Mayer et al., 2009; Dong et al., 2015). During service delivery,
however, employees have to conform to organizational expectations and goals to suppress negative
emotions and display positive emotions, which is characterized as emotional labor (Ashforth
and Humphrey, 1993; Brotheridge and Grandey, 2002). Emotional labor contains two different
displaying rules: surface acting and deep acting. Surface acting emphasizes changing outward
emotional display rather than altering the inner true feelings (Abraham, 1998; Grandey, 2000),
whereas deep acting highlights regulating the inner feelings to meet requirements of the work
(Grandey, 2000; Hülsheger and Schewe, 2011).
The current study examines the effect of surface acting on employee sabotage to customers
and investigates potential underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions. We decided to only
focus on surface acting for the following reasons. First, while many studies on emotional labor
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deplete employee resources and lead to emotional exhaustion
(Judge et al., 2009; Grandey et al., 2012), and resource depletion
can make employees less able to inhibit the impulse to engage
in harmful behaviors under stress (Stucke and Baumeister,
2010), such as sabotage to customers. By identifying emotional
exhaustion as the mediator, we will have a better understanding
of the process from surface acting to sabotage to customers
for theoretical implications, and potential ways to mitigate this
process for practical implications.
Third, we examined social exchanges as moderators to buffer
the negative effects of surface acting by supplying resources
employees need. Previous studies have suggested that social
exchanges in the workplace are important resources (Cohen
and Wills, 1985; Ng and Sorensen, 2008; McCarthy et al., 2016;
Schneider et al., 2017). Thus, we integrate the COR theory
(Hobfoll, 1989) and Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964), and
predict that coworker exchange (CWX) and leader-member
exchange (LMX) may potentially buffer the effect of surface
acting on employee sabotage to customers. It also emphasizes
the importance of providing social recourses at work (McCarthy
et al., 2016) to address interpersonal issues.

have investigated the outcomes of surface acting and deep acting
in one study (e.g., Wagner et al., 2014; Deng et al., 2016), a
large number of studies have only focused on surface acting
(e.g., Prati et al., 2009; Shanock et al., 2013; Wang and Groth,
2014; Wagner et al., 2014; Krannitz et al., 2015). In addition,
existing research on emotional labor suggests that deep acting
has been linked with both positive and negative outcomes
(Hülsheger and Schewe, 2011), while the literature consistently
indicate that surface acting is negatively related to employee
health, attitudes, performance, and well-being (Hülsheger and
Schewe, 2011; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2012), including increased
emotional exhaustion (Grandey et al., 2012; Wagner et al., 2014;
Yagil and Medlerliraz, 2017), higher negative affect (Judge et al.,
2009), more strains (Hülsheger et al., 2010), lower job satisfaction
(Giardini and Frese, 2006), lower work engagement (Bechtoldt
et al., 2011), more work-to-family conflict (Wagner et al.,
2014), higher turnover intentions (Becker et al., 2017), lower
organizational commitment (Walsh et al., 2016), and lower task
performance (Schmeichel et al., 2006; Goldberg and Grandey,
2007). Our study aims to build on this particular literature and
expand the negative consequences of surface acting to employees
sabotage to customers.
Second, recent literature indicates that surface acting may have
an effect on employee harmful behaviors, such as interpersonal
harmful behavior toward coworkers (Deng et al., 2016) and
counterproductive behaviors at work (Bechtoldt et al., 2007).
However, little is known about the potential effect of surface
acting on employee harmful behaviors toward customers during
the service interaction. As service employees have two roles at
work, with one role being the member of the organization and
one role providing service to customers (Côté et al., 2013), surface
acting may not only affect their negative behaviors toward the
organization and people working in the organization, but also
their behaviors toward customers. Given that the accumulation of
employee sabotage to customers may seriously decrease customer
satisfaction (Schneider et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2011) and result
in financial and reputational loss in service organizations (Harris
and Ogbonna, 2002; Anderson et al., 2004), understanding
whether and how surface acting predicts employee sabotage to
customers will have potential implications to further understand
how to reduce employee sabotage to customers.
Taken together, given the detrimental effects of surface acting
and the focus on employee sabotage to customers as the outcome,
in the current study we will examine the effect of employee
surface acting on their sabotage to customers, and addresses why
and how this might happen. We aim to make three contributions
in the process. First, we contribute to the emotional labor
literature by identifying employee sabotage to customers as an
important negative consequence of surface acting. This illustrates
that surface acting may have an impact on employee negative
behaviors beyond coworkers and extend to customers during
the interaction with customers, highlighting the importance of
surface acting in the service industry.
Second, we draw on the conservation of resources theory
(COR; Hobfoll, 1989) to theorize emotional exhaustion as the
potential mechanism to understand why surface acting might
lead to employee sabotage to customers. Surface acting can
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HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT
Surface Acting and Sabotage to
Customers
Surface acting has been considered a unique feature of service
employees as part of their job (Cho et al., 2013). It refers to
the requirement of front-line service employees to suppress the
expression of their true feelings and express the false feelings
during the interaction with customers (Gross, 1998; Grandey,
2000). As surface acting takes place during the interaction
between employees and customers, it may not only have a
harmful effect on employee behaviors toward coworkers (Deng
et al., 2016) but also have an impact directly on customers during
the interaction with customers, such as sabotage to customers.
Sabotage to customers is common in the service industry as one
type of interpersonal harming behavior (Crino, 1994; Skarlicki
et al., 2008). It severely violates the service rule of providing
friendly and professional high-quality service (e.g., Solomon
et al., 1985; Skarlicki et al., 2008). Thus, understanding whether
and why surface acting promotes employees engage in such
behaviors will have important practical implications.
We propose that surface acting would positively predict
employee sabotage to customers for the following reasons. First,
displaying surface acting consumes employees’ resources to
inhabit their true inner feelings, leading to resources loss or
ego depletion (Judge et al., 2009; Wagner et al., 2014; Deng
et al., 2016). Previous studies on ego depletion suggest that
individuals will be more aggressive (Stucke and Baumeister,
2010), act unethically (Welsh et al., 2014), and behave in a more
antisocial manner (Friehe and Schildberg-Hörisch, 2017) under
resources depletion. Thus, when employees displaying surface
acting and are depleted, they may have fewer resources to obey
the organizational rules, leading to rule-breaking behaviors such
as sabotage to customers.
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will have to devote more efforts to inhibiting impulse (Ashforth
and Humphrey, 1993), consuming their resources and leading to
emotional exhaustion. Previous research (e.g., Judge et al., 2009;
Grandey et al., 2012; Wagner et al., 2014; Li et al., 2017; Kong
and Jeon, 2018) has provided sufficient empirical evidence for this
link, and it is expected the same in the current study.
The resource perspective (Hobfoll, 1989) can also provide an
explanation of the relationship between emotional exhaustion
and employee sabotage to customers. It has been suggested
that depletion of control resources is an important reason for
employees to engage in more deviant behaviors (Marcus and
Schuler, 2004; Thau and Mitchell, 2010) and aggressive acts
(Stucke and Baumeister, 2010), and thus emotional exhaustion, as
the state of resource depletion, is likely to also predict employee
sabotage to customers. When employees deplete their resources
due to surface acting and experience emotional exhaustion,
they are more likely to engage in inappropriate or undesirable
behaviors because employees will have fewer resources to regulate
these behaviors (e.g., Muraven et al., 1998). In addition, when
employees are depleted with resources and experience emotional
exhaustion, they also tend to ignore organizational rules or/and
moral standards, result in rule-breaking and normative behaviors
(Thau and Mitchell, 2010), such as sabotage to customers.
Given the frequent direct interaction between customers and
front-line service employees, when employees are experiencing
high emotional exhaustion due to surface acting, they are less
likely to inhibit impulsive behaviors and customers may become
the available victims.
Although theoretically reasonable, the relationship between
emotional exhaustion and employee sabotage to customers has
not been empirically tested in previous studies. However, recent
studies found that emotional exhaustion is positively associated
with interpersonal harming behavior, such as interpersonal
harming to coworkers and aggression in organization (e.g.,
Thau and Mitchell, 2010; Christian and Ellis, 2011; Wang
et al., 2011; Deng et al., 2016), which suggest that employees
with a higher level of emotional exhaustion may also engage
in interpersonal harming behavior toward customers such as
sabotage to customers.

Second, as surface acting requires employees to suppress
their inner negative feelings, they are less likely to regulate
their negative emotions and often are more likely to experience
emotional dissonance (Deng et al., 2016). While employees might
engage in organization deviance and harmful behaviors toward
coworkers as a result (Bechtoldt et al., 2007; Deng et al., 2016),
their actions might not stop there. Because of the frequent direct
interaction between customers and front-line service employees,
employees are also likely to engage in aggressive behaviors toward
customers (Wang et al., 2011; Groth and Grandey, 2012). For
example, when employees experience negative feelings from
customers, they may allow themselves to put customers on
hold for a longer period (Grandey, 2003; Wang et al., 2011;
Groth and Grandey, 2012). These behaviors might be engaged
to compensate for the suppressed negative feelings during the
frequent interaction with customers.
In line with this, previous studies have found that the
surface acting is positively associated with employee harmful
interpersonal behaviors toward organization (Bechtoldt et al.,
2007) and coworkers (Deng et al., 2016), which provide indirect
empirical evidence of the possible impact of surface acting on
employee sabotage to customers. In addition, previous research
has found that customer-related experiences such as customer
mistreatment (Wang et al., 2011; Groth and Grandey, 2012)
and customer injustice (Skarlicki et al., 2016) can positively
predict employee sabotage to customers. Given that employees
tend to engage in surface acting as the initial reaction to
customer-related negative experiences (Grandey et al., 2012),
they are likely to engage in sabotage to customers when surface
acting depletes too many resources that they are unable to inhibit
their negative behaviors toward customers. Thus, we expect
that surface acting has the potential positive effect on employee
sabotage to customers and hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 1: Surface acting will positively predict employee
sabotage to customers.

Mediating Effect of Emotional
Exhaustion
Emotional exhaustion is defined as a resource depletion state
when a person no longer can make a big physical or mental effort
(Gaines and Jermier, 1983). We employ the COR theory (Hobfoll,
1989) to explain the potential mechanism of the association
between surface acting and employee sabotage to customers
through emotional exhaustion. The COR theory suggests that
individuals tend to protect and build resources important
to them (e.g., energy and time; Hobfoll, 1989). Front-line
employees often experience emotional exhaustion because they
have to face excessive customer demands, resulting in resources
depletion (Wright and Cropanzano, 1998). When the resources
are depleted, they may experience a higher level of emotional
exhaustion (Maslach et al., 2001). The COR theory also suggests
that resources deplete over time, which is a long-term process
(Hobfoll, 1989), and that it is faster for resources to deplete
in coping with work demands than to supplement themselves
(Freedy and Hobfoll, 1994). Surface acting requires expressubg
inconsistent emotions with their inner feelings, and employees
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Hypothesis 2: Emotional exhaustion will positively predict
employee sabotage to customers.
According to the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) as well as the
theoretical argument and empirical evidence presented above,
we believe surface acting can consume employees’ resources
and result in emotional exhaustion, which in turn will lead to
employee sabotage to customers. Thus we argue that emotional
exhaustion links surface acting and employee sabotage to
customers and predict that:
Hypothesis 3: Employees’ emotional exhaustion mediates the
relationship between surface acting and sabotage to customers.

Moderating Effects of Social Exchanges
The COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) also highlights the conditions
to protect individuals form resources losses and to cope with
resources losses. It suggests that when facing potential or actual
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Although previous studies have not investigated the mitigating
effect of CWX in the association between surface acting and
emotional exhaustion, research on coworker support provides
indirect empirical evidence of the moderating effect. For example,
coworker support moderates the effects of abusive supervision on
emotional exhaustion (Wu and Hu, 2009), and the relationship
between workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion (McCarthy
et al., 2016). In addition, a meta-analysis by Viswesvaran et al.
(1999) found that social support from coworkers has a stronger
mitigating effect on the stressor-strain relation than social
support from leaders. Because surface acting serves as a stress
source for service employee, the similar buffering effect of CWX
on the effect of surface acting on emotional exhaustion can be
expected. Combining the theoretical argument and empirical
evidence, we propose that CWX will moderate the relationship
between surface acting and emotional exhaustion.

resources losses, individuals often tend to gain available resources
to supply and protect resources (Hobfoll, 1989). Social support is
one of the important ways in this process (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001).
First, social support can provide resources to broaden individuals’
resources pool (Hobfoll, 1989) and help people alleviate the
negative effect caused by resource-depleting experiences (e.g.,
surface acting) through a few channels, including promoting
skills to cope with demands (Dunahoo et al., 1998) and decreasing
work demands (Ray and Miller, 1994) and emotional dissonance
(Monica et al., 2016). Second, social support also promotes the
replenishment of resources pool and formation of the gain spirals
after resource loss (Hobfoll, 1989) and thus buffers the negative
effects of resource loss state such as emotional exhaustion
(Hakanen et al., 2008).
According to the social exchange theory, there are two
types of important social support as resources supplement in
the workplace: leader-member exchange (LMX, support from
leaders; Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995) and coworker exchange
(CWX, support from coworkers; Sherony and Green, 2002).
Employees can gain social support resources form the interaction
with coworkers and leaders in the work context to cope with
work demands (Ng and Sorensen, 2008; Monica et al., 2016) and
resource depletion (McCarthy et al., 2016). Therefore, we propose
that employees receiving more social support from coworkers
and leaders through high levels of CWX and LMX, respectively,
will gain and supply resources and mitigate the negative effects
of surface acting and emotional exhaustion caused by surface
acting.

Hypothesis 4: CWX will moderate the relationship between
surface acting and emotional exhaustion, such that the positive
relationship will be weaker when CWX is high.

Moderating Role of LMX
We also predict that LMX as support from leaders may buffer
the effect of emotional exhaustion on employee sabotage to
customers. As leaders have more power and high state than
employees (Diefendorff et al., 2010), the interaction between
leaders and employees involves less emotional sharing but more
economic exchange (Hüffmeier and Hertel, 2011). Because high
LMX provides important material and instructional resources
for employees to supply their resource pool, they are likely to
use such instrument resources to overcome emotional exhaustion
and regulate their behaviors (Ng and Sorensen, 2008; McCarthy
et al., 2016) and perform better (Dulebohn et al., 2012; Jiang et al.,
2014).
Further, according to the dual level social exchange theory
(Schaufeli et al., 1996), employees are more likely to build a
balanced reciprocity relationship with leaders and organizations.
Based on the economic exchange, a higher level of LMX may lead
to more employees positive behaviors benefiting the company
and fewer negative behaviors. Thus employees receiving more
support from leaders are more likely to feel the obligation to
engage in positive behaviors (Sakurai and Jex, 2012) and perform
effectively (McCarthy et al., 2016), and are less likely to engage
in sabotage to customers even when experiencing emotional
exhaustion due to resource losses.
Previous studies on LMX also provide indirect empirical
evidence of the moderating effect. LMX buffers the relationship
between emotional exhaustion and performance (McCarthy et al.,
2016), and supervisor social support buffers the effect of negative
emotions and both work effort on CWBs (Sakurai and Jex, 2012).
Thus, we propose that:

The Moderating Role of CWX
Although CWX and LMX are both important resources for
employees, their roles might be different. Compared to the
relationship between leader and employees, the relationship
between coworkers is more equal and less performance
monitoring (Diefendorff and Greguras, 2009), and focusing more
on trust and social reciprocity (Cole et al., 2002). The social
exchange theory (Blau, 1964) suggests that more authentic,
intimate and personal social exchange is based on reciprocity
and social resources, while more economic and transactional
exchanges are based on materialistic and instrument resources.
Thus, employees may gain more social and emotional resources
from the social exchange with coworkers (CWX), but gain more
instrument resources from the economic exchange with leaders
(LMX; McCarthy et al., 2016).
As coworkers own equal power and interpersonal relationship
with employees, employees are more likely to share emotional
events at work with coworkers (Hadley, 2014). The more frequent
interaction between employees and coworkers than leaders
provides social support with behavioral and emotional resources
(Chiaburu and Harrison, 2008) and employees can receive more
social resources to cope work demands and strains (Thoits,
2011). In line with this notion, while surface acting as a typical
work strains for front-line service employees can deplete their
emotional resources and result in emotional exhaustion, CWX
can provide emotional resources (Karasek et al., 1982; Wu and
Hu, 2009) to buffer the positive effect of surface acting on
emotional exhaustion.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

Hypothesis 5: LMX will moderate the relationship between
emotional exhaustion and sabotage to customers, such that the
positive relationship will be weaker when LMX is high.
Figure 1 summarizes the relationships proposed in the
hypotheses above.
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Surface Acting
A five-item of emotions labor scale developed by Brotheridge and
Lee (2002) was used to measure surface acting. Participants rated
items on a five-point frequency scale from 1 = never to 5 = always.
An example item is “Put on an act in order to display for my job”
(α = 0.82).

Coworker Exchange
We used a seven-item scale originally developed by Graen and
Uhl-Bien (1995) and later modified by McCarthy et al. (2016) to
measure CWX by replacing “supervisor” with “coworkers.” An
example item is “My coworkers understand my job problems and
needs” (α = 0.97).

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Participants and Procedure

Emotional Exhaustion

Emotion labor has been mainly studied with samples from service
industries such as hotels, hospitals, restaurants, airline services,
call centers and transit companies. Nurses in hospitals interact
with patients and their family members in their daily work,
and they are expected to provide good customer service to
patients (Drach-Zahavy, 2010), often requiring emotional labor
(Ashforth and Humphrey, 1993). Pervious studies also suggested
that nurses in hospitals experience a high level of surface acting at
work (Grandey et al., 2012). Thus, we decided to use nurses as our
sample for the current study. We collected data from seven large
hospitals in China across two waves. We first obtained permission
from the hospitals’ directors and their ethical committees to
conduct the study. We then met with head nurses from each
department to explain the aims and requirements of the current
study, and we asked them to encourage nurses to participate in
the survey. After that, we sent out 800 questionnaires supervisors
of departments who helped pass the questionnaires onto their
followers. Each participant was told that they would receive 10
China Yuan ($1.52) as compensation for their time. Two days
later, we returned to the hospitals to collect the surveys and
received 640 questionnaires, with a response rate of 80.00%. The
first survey included measures of demographic variables, surface
acting, and CWX.
Three months after time 1, all employees who completed
Time 1 survey received a second questionnaire that assessed
their emotional exhaustion, LXM, and sabotage to customers.
Participants received a box of chocolate as an incentive gift
for returning the survey. A total of 540 Time 2 surveys could
be matched with a corresponding survey at time 1, of whom
95.20% were female (n = 540). The average age was 30.17 years
(SD = 5.51) and their average tenure in their hospital was
8.01 years (SD = 6.35).

We used a five-item subscale of the Maslach Burnout Inventory
General Survey developed by Schaufeli et al. (1996) to measure
emotional exhaustion. Participants rated items on a seven-point
Likert scale from 1 (never) to 7 (every day). An example item is
“I feel tired after get up when I have to deal with work in the day”
(α = 0.96).

Leader-Member Exchange
Leader-member exchange was assessed with a seven-item scale
developed by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995). Participants rated
the items about their supervisor from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). An example item is “My supervisor understand
my job problems and needs” (α = 0.97).

Sabotage to Customers
We used Skarlicki et al. (2008) five-item scale to measure sabotage
to customers. To fit the context for the nurses, we modified the
words “customers” in the scale into “patients” in the current
study. Participants rated items on a five-point Likert scale from
1 = never to 5 = frequently. An example item is “Hung up on the
patients” (α = 0.84).

Control Variables
We controlled for nurses’ demographic variables (i.e., age, job
tenure, and education) on the study variables (i.e., surface act,
emotional exhaustion, and sabotage to customers; Dahling and
Perez, 2010; Wang et al., 2011). As deep acting is associated with
ego depletion (Deng et al., 2016) and resources replenishment
(Hülsheger and Schewe, 2011), we controlled deep acting when
examining the relationships of surface acting with the outcome
variables. Deep acting was measured with a three-item of emotion
labor scale developed by Brotheridge and Lee (2002). Participants
rated items on a five-point frequency scale from 1 = never to
5 = always. An example item is “Work hard to feel the emotions
that I need to show to others” (α = 0.81).

Measures
Chinese versions of the followings measures were administered
to participants in the current study. We used the translation and
back-translation method (Brislin, 1980) to translate the scales
from English into Chinese to make an equivalent meaning.
Further, as the participants were clinic nurses in hospitals,
we followed the suggestion of Schaffer and Riordan (2003) to
modify some wording to ensure the applicability of the hospital
context.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

RESULTS
Confirmatory Factor Analysis
A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted via Amos 21.0 to
establish discriminant validity of the study variables. As shown in
Table 1, the hypothesized five-factor model provides a better fit
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TABLE 1 | Results of confirmatory factor analysis.
χ2

Model

df

χ2 / df

CFI

TLI

RMSEA

Hypothesized five-factor model

1062.29

367

2.89

0.95

0.95

0.06

Three-factor model (emotional exhaustion, CWX, LMX combined into one factor)

8992.64

374

24.05

0.43

0.39

0.21

10889.13

377

28.88

0.31

0.26

0.23

One-factor model (All five factors were combined into one factor)

N = 540. CFI , comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation. CWX, coworker exchange; LMX, leader-member
exchange.

(B = −0.09, p < 0.001). As shown in Figure 3, the positive
effect of emotional exhaustion on employee sabotage behavior
to customers was stronger (B = 0.22, t = 7.92, p < 0.001) when
LMX was lower than when LMX was higher (B = 0.03, t = 0.51,
p = 0.61), supporting Hypothesis 5.

to the data [χ2 (df = 367) = 1062.29; RMSEA = 0.06, TLI = 0.95,
CFI = 0.95] than all alternative models, showing evidence of
discriminant validity.

Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 shows means, standard deviations, and correlations of the
study variables. Consistent with our hypotheses, the correlations
among surface acting, emotional exhaustion, and sabotage
behavior to customers were all in the expected direction. This
suggested that it was appropriate to conduct formal mediation
analyses to test our hypotheses. Because of the high correlations
between age and job tenure (r = 0.95, p < 0.001), we only control
job tenure in the following analysis.

DISCUSSION
Our study found that surface acting has a positive effect on
employee sabotage to customers through emotional exhaustion.
Further, social exchanges buffer the negative effects. Specifically,
the positive relationship between surface acting and emotional
exhaustion is weaker for individuals with high CWX, and
the positive relationship between emotional exhaustion and
employee sabotage to customers is weaker for individuals with
high LMX. Our findings suggest that while surface acting is
ubiquitous and may result in serious negative consequences in
service industries, social support from coworkers and leaders can
potentially alleviate the harmful effects.

Hypothesis Testing
We used the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) to test
our hypotheses. As shown in Table 3, after controlling job
tenure, education and deep acting in model 3, surface acting
positively predicted employee sabotage to customers (B = 0.41,
p < 0.001). Hence, Hypothesis 1 was supported. In support
of Hypothesis 2, the result showed that emotional exhaustion
positively predicted employee sabotage to customers in model
4 (B = 0.19, p < 0.001). After entering emotional exhaustion,
surface acting was less significantly associated with employee
sabotage to customers (B = 0.31, p < 0.001), whereas emotional
exhaustion (B = 0.12, p < 0.001) was positively related to
employee sabotage to customers in model 5. Furthermore, we
calculated the indirect effect of surface acting on employee
sabotage to customers through emotional exhaustion with 5,000
bootstrapped samples. The result showed that surface acting had
a significant indirect effect on employee sabotage to customers
through emotional exhaustion (indirect effect = 0.10, 95% CI
[0.06,0.16]). Thus, Hypotheses 3 was supported.
Hypothesis 4 and Hypothesis 5 focused on the moderating
effects of CWX on the association between surface acting and
emotional exhaustion, and LMX on the relationship between
emotional exhaustion and employee sabotage behavior to
customers, respectively. We added the interactions term between
surface acting and CWX into model 2 in Table 3 to test
Hypothesis 4. The interaction effect was significant (B = −0.24,
p = 0.05). Figure 2 further revealed that when CWX was lower,
the positive effect of surface acting on emotional exhaustion
was stronger (B = 1.08, t = 10.07, p < 0.001) than when CWX
was higher (B = 0.55, t = 2.70, p = 0.007). Thus, Hypothesis
4 was supported. We added the interactions term between
LMX and emotional exhaustion into model 6 in Table 3 to
test Hypothesis 5. The interaction effect was also significant

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

Theoretical Implications
Our findings offer important theoretical insights. First, we
contribute to the emotional labor literature by extending the
effect of surface acting to employees sabotage to customers.
Previous studies have suggested surface acting is positively related
to employee harmful behaviors within organizations, such as
deviance toward the organization (Bechtoldt et al., 2007) and
harmful behavior toward coworkers (Deng et al., 2016). Our
study suggests that surface acting might also lead to employee
harmful behaviors toward customers during the service delivery.
Surface acting might consume employees’ resources to suppress
their true inner feelings and result in resources depletion (Judge
et al., 2009; Wagner et al., 2014; Deng et al., 2016), which might
make employees be more antisocial and aggressive (Stucke and
Baumeister, 2010; Friehe and Schildberg-Hörisch, 2017) during
the interaction with customers, eliciting sabotage to customers.
The findings supported the notion that surface acting has a
broader impact and social cost not only within organizations
(Deng et al., 2016), at home (Wagner et al., 2014), but also in
service encounters. In addition, we contribute to the increasing
literature on potential antecedents of employee sabotage to
customers (e.g., Wang et al., 2011; Groth and Grandey, 2012;
Skarlicki et al., 2016) and suggest that employee surface acting
also has a potential to lead to their own harmful behaviors toward
customers.
Second, based on the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989), we
contribute to the literature by finding that surface acting might
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TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study variables.
Variable

M

(1) Age

SD

30.17

5.51

(2) Job tenure

8.01

6.35

(3) Education

−

−

(4) Deep acting

3.91

(5) Surface acting

1

2

3

4

5

0.95∗∗∗

0.64

0.08

0.07

−0.03

−

3.32

0.74

0.11∗∗

0.09∗

−0.03

0.24∗∗

−

(6) Emotional exhaustion

3.28

1.39

0.004

−0.002

0.01

0.03

0.41∗∗

(7) CWX

2.55

1.13

−0.003

−0.02

−0.01

−0.07

(8) LMX

2.59

1.11

−0.10∗

−0.09∗

−0.02

−0.24∗∗

(9) Sabotage to customers

1.79

0.79

−0.04

N = 540.

< 0.05,

< 0.01,

∗∗∗ p

8

9

−
−0.22∗∗

∗∗ p

7

−
−0.19∗∗

∗p

6

−

0.09∗

0.09∗

0.10∗
−0.03
0.34∗∗

−0.08

−
−0.06

−

0.04

0.04

–

0.33∗∗

0.09∗

–0.04

–

< 0.001. CWX, coworker exchange; LMX, leader-member exchange.

TABLE 3 | Results of regression analyses.
Variable
Model Intercept

Emotional exhaustion
Model 1

Sabotage to customers

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6
2.35∗∗∗ (0.30)

1.38∗ (0.54)

0.91 (0.51)

1.02∗ (0.31)

0.12∗∗∗ (0.31)

0.85∗ (0.34)

Job tenure

−0.01 (0.01)

−0.01 (0.01)

−0.01 (0.01)

−0.004 (0.01)

−0.01 (0.004)

Education

−0.04 (0.12)

−0.04 (0.12)

0.10 (0.08)

0.13 (0.08)

0.11 (0.07)

0.10 (0.07)

Deep acting

−0.17 (0.09)

−0.18∗ (0.09)

−0.21∗∗∗ (0.05)

−0.11∗ (0.05)

−0.19∗∗ (0.05)

−0.20∗∗ (0.05)

0.82∗∗∗ (0.04)

0.81∗∗∗ (0.09)

0.41∗∗∗ (0.04)

0.31∗∗∗ (0.04)

0.29∗∗∗ (0.04)

(0.03)

0.12∗∗∗ (0.03)

Surface acting

0.19∗∗∗

Emotional exhaustion
−0.12∗

CWX

(0.02)

0.12∗∗∗

(0.05)
−0.06∗ (0.03)

LMX
−0.24∗∗ (0.12)

Surface acting∗ CWX

−0.09∗∗∗ (0.02)

Emotional exhaustion∗ LMX
δR2
F

−0.01 (0.005)

0.18∗∗∗

0.20∗∗∗

0.14∗∗∗

0.12∗∗∗

0.19∗∗∗

0.23∗∗∗

25.72∗∗∗

28.11∗∗∗

23.45∗∗∗

18.97∗∗∗

19.59∗∗∗

14.79∗∗∗

N = 540. ∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001. CWX, coworker exchange; LMX, leader-member exchange.

FIGURE 3 | Leader-member exchange (LMX) as moderator of emotional
exhaustion and sabotage behavior.

FIGURE 2 | Coworker exchange (CWX) as a moderator of surface acting and
emotional exhaustion.

promote employee sabotage to customers through emotional
exhaustion. As previous studies (e.g., Judge et al., 2009; Grandey
et al., 2012; Wagner et al., 2014; Li et al., 2017; Kong and
Jeon, 2018) have found, surface acting positively predicted
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emotional exhaustion, suggesting that surface acting might
require employees to devote resources to suppress emotion
impulses (Ashforth and Humphrey, 1993). Further, when people
experience emotional exhaustion as a state of depletion of control
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Second, given that emotional exhaustion might mediate the
relationship between surface acting and sabotage to customers,
it is vital for service employees to gain resources to recover
from emotional exhaustion, which may in turn reduce sabotage
to customers. Sonnentag and Fritz (2007) suggested that
effective recovery activities including relaxation, psychological
detachment, exerting personal control, and engaging in mastery
experiences can be potential ways to recovery from emotional
exhaustion. Besides, service organizations should also supply
more opportunities for employees to reduce emotional demands
(Goldberg and Grandey, 2007), have a rest (Trougakos et al.,
2008), or engage in more social sharing (Baranik et al., 2017).
Further, some targeted interventions on ego depletion also should
take into consideration (Awa et al., 2010).
Third, the current study demonstrates the buffering effects of
social exchange in both stages of the relationship between surface
acting and sabotage to customers through emotional exhaustion.
Thus, service organizations should try to promote high-quality
relationships among employees, and between employees and
their leaders. For example, Miles et al. (1996) suggest that open
communication is a significant strategy to develop these relations.
Besides, from the perspective of leadership, previous studies have
suggested that the positive leadership, such as servant leadership,
plays a key role in developing LMX and support climate (Wu
et al., 2013; Liden et al., 2015). Thus organizations should
encourage supervisors to serve as servant leaders and pay more
attention to employee development and give priority to their
needs and interests.

resources, they are more likely to engage deviant behaviors
(Marcus and Schuler, 2004; Thau and Mitchell, 2010) and
aggressive acts (Stucke and Baumeister, 2010), which might also
extend to customers and lead to sabotage to customers. Our
finding on the mediating effect of emotional exhaustion in the
relationship between surface acting and employee sabotage to
customers is consistent with this argument.
Third, based on the COR theory, our results show that social
support from coworkers and leader can buffer the harmful effect
of surface acting. CWX and LMX, as the main sources of social
support in the workplace (McCarthy et al., 2016), have been
found useful in providing resources to buffer the negative effect
of work demands (Ng and Sorensen, 2008; Monica et al., 2016),
such as surface acting and resource depletion (McCarthy et al.,
2016). Our findings further demonstrate the importance of CWX
and LMX in the resource depletion process of surface acting.
On one hand, CWX can provide emotional resources (Karasek
et al., 1982; Wu and Hu, 2009) to buffer the positive effect of
surface acting on emotional exhaustion; on the other hand, LMX
can provide more instrument resources to overcome emotional
exhaustion and regulate their behaviors (Ng and Sorensen, 2008;
McCarthy et al., 2016) to reduce employee sabotage to customers.
This finding also adds to the previous literature that have
demonstrated that individual factors such as emotion regulation
self-efficacy (Deng et al., 2016) and situatonal factor such as
climate of authenticity (Grandey et al., 2012; Li et al., 2017) can
moderate the relationship between surface acting and resource
losses. Our findings show that interpersonal factors such as CWX
and LMX can be potential resource supplements to buffer the
positive effect of surface acting and emotional exhaustion.

Limitations and Future Directions
Our study has a few limitations. First, although we collected
two waves of data to reduce common method variance,
measuring all the variables using the same source can still
raise potential concerns about common method variance. Future
studies may use a third party to observe and report about
the service interactions, such as coworkers perceived CWX,
leaders perceived LMX, and customer reported sabotage to
customers, which might provide a more objective assessment
of employee behaviors and interactions. In addition, we can’t
draw conclusions concerning causality. Thus, future research
may attempt to conduct longitudinal or experimental designs
manipulating surface acting to verify causality.
Second, the data used in our studies were collected from
nurses in China, limiting the generalizability of our findings;
future studies should further replicate our findings with samples
from other service industries such as hotels, banks, and airlines
and other regions to extend our understanding of the effect of
surface acting on employee harmful behaviors toward customers.
Third, our findings indicated that emotional exhaustion
mediated the relationship between surface acting and employees
sabotage to customers. However, it is likely that other
mechanisms also exist. For example, integrating insights from
work meaning theory (Rosso et al., 2010) may advance our
understanding of how surface acting might result in more
sabotage to customers through decreased work meaning. Besides,
we only examined social exchange as potential moderators, and
future research should further examine some other contextual

Practical Implications
Our study provides important practical implications for
organizations where service employees display surface acting
frequently. First, surface acting might seriously harm the
organizations when employees engage in sabotage to customers
as a response. Service organizations should pay more attention
to employees’ emotions and train them to better deal with
the negative emotions caused by customers. Previous research
has suggested that perspective taking is an important way to
decrease the employees’ negative affect (Parker and Axtell,
2001; Bechtoldt et al., 2007), so that employees may not make
efforts to regulate emotions or suppress negative affect to reduce
the frequency of displaying surface acting. Besides, Li et al.
(2017) found that employee mindfulness is negative associated
with surface acting. Thus, service organizations can train their
employees to master the strategy of perspective taking and be
mindfulness. In addition, organizations can also train employees
to engage in more deep acting (Deng et al., 2016) to reduce the
occurrence of surface acting. Furthermore, organizations should
also try to reduce internal sources of surface acting when it is
inevitable from customers. For example, abusive supervision
(Chi et al., 2018) and coworker interpersonal mistreatment
(Adams and Webster, 2013) have been found to positively relate
to surface acting, and organizations should try to establish a
more supportive climate to reduce these experiences of employee
and subsequent surface acting.
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behaviors existed in this study. We just conducted paper–
pencil test and were exempt from further ethics board approval
since this research did not involve human clinical trials or
animal experiments. All subjects gave written informed consent
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Research
respondents were ensured confidentiality and anonymity. All
participation was voluntary.

factors such as climate of authenticity (Li et al., 2017) and
individual factors such as emotion regulation self-efficacy (Deng
et al., 2016) and emotional intelligence (Prati et al., 2009) as
potential buffers.

CONCLUSION
Drawing upon the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) and social
exchange theory (Blau, 1964), our study provides support for
the mediating effect of emotional exhaustion in the relationship
between surface acting and employee sabotage to customers,
and social exchange as boundary conditions to buffer the effect
of surface acting on employee emotional exhaustion and the
effect of emotional exhaustion on sabotage to customers. These
findings shed light on employee harmful behaviors as potential
consequences of surface acting, as well as the potential underlying
mechnisms and boundary couditions.
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