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ABSTRACT 

EMOTIONAL LABOR IN A COMPUTER-MEDIATED ENVIRONMENT 

 

By Christa P. Bupp 

Chairperson of Advisory Committee: Erin Richard, Ph.D. 

 

 As more organizations enter into a global economy, the use of computer-

mediated communication (CMC) becomes a necessary component for survival. 

However, the effects of CMC on employees and customers is still not well 

understood. Although research on work-related emotions has been flourishing in 

the last several years (Brief & Weiss, 2002), there have been relatively few studies 

done on emotions in a computer-mediated environment and even less done on 

emotional labor in a computer-mediated environment. The purpose of the present 

research is to examine emotional regulation strategies in a computer-mediated 

environment. Affective events theory (AET) is utilized as an overarching 

framework to propose several research questions. Gross’s (1998) model of 

emotional regulation strategies as well as prominent emotional labor theories are 

reviewed (Grandey, 2000; Hobfoll, 1989) followed by a review of computer-

mediated communication theories that help guide understanding of emotions in an 

online-context (Byron, 2008; Friedman & Currall, 2003; Suler, 2004). Two studies 

were conducted to better understand emotional labor in an online environment. The 

first study used a qualitative approach to determine what affective events, 
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emotional regulation strategies, and outcomes are likely to occur in an online 

environment. Results support assertions made by previous researchers (Byron, 

2008; Friedman & Currall, 2003; Suler, 2004). These results suggest that the online 

environment is a unique setting in which customers are more likely to be rude, 

misunderstandings are likely to occur, and there are a wider array of emotion 

regulation strategies available.   The second study failed to support many of the 

hypotheses that were developed based on study 1 results. These discrepancies and 

their implications are discussed.
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Introduction 

 

 Research on emotions in the workplace has been a topic of interest for close 

to three decades now (Brief & Weiss, 2002). Some suggest that Affective Events 

Theory (AET; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) spurred on this “affective revolution” 

(Ashkanasy & Ashton-James, 2005; Barsade, Brief, Spataro, & Greenberg, 2003). 

However, others see it simply as a necessary means for understanding an 

organization’s inner workings (Weiss & Beal, 2005). Research on emotional labor, 

or the regulation of emotions as part of the work role, gained more notoriety with 

the publications of Grandey’s (2000) seminal article. However, after over thirty 

years of research since Hochchild’s (1983) coining of the term, there is still much 

more that could be understood about emotional labor (Grandey & Gabriel, 2015). 

For instance, much of the work has been done in a traditional customer service 

setting (i.e., face-to-face or telephone) (Grandey et al., 2013), but there has been 

little to no research conducted on emotional labor in a computer-mediated 

environment. Research in this area is important because there has been a rapid 

increase in the amount of customer service interactions that occur in an online 

context (Lee & Lin, 2005) and the effects of these encounters on both customers 

and employees is currently unknown.  

 Theory and research focused on understanding the communication of 

emotion in a computer-mediated environment (e.g., Byron, 2008; Cheshin et al., 

2011) suggests that the experience and process of emotional labor may differ in the 
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online context.  For instance, Byron proposed that emotions can be easily 

miscommunicated and misinterpreted in work-related email (Byron, 2008). 

Additionally, a few theories on emotions in a computer-mediated environment have 

been proposed and are in need of testing (Friedman & Currall, 2003; Suler, 2004). 

Friedman and Currall (2003) suggest that emails have specific characteristics that 

make it more likely for a conflict between two parties to escalate, and Suler (2004) 

describes the properties of online communication that increase the sense of freedom 

individuals have when expressing themselves. This freedom can lead to individuals 

acting out emotionally. Taken together, research and theory on communication in a 

computer-mediated environment suggests that it may be quite different from more 

traditional forms of communication such as face-to-face or telephone. This has 

implications for emotional labor research because the emotion regulation strategies 

used by employees may be different and the outcomes associated with those 

strategies may be different from those used in traditional settings. Further, 

employees who engage in emotional regulation strategies in an online context may 

experience higher levels of burnout due to customer incivility and 

miscommunication. However, the differences and potential outcomes of those 

differences are currently unknown.  

 The purpose of this research was to examine emotional labor in an online 

context. First, the research and theory on emotions in the workplace, emotional 

labor, and computer-mediated communication was synthesized in order to inform a 

set of general research questions about emotional labor in computer-mediated 
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environments.  Then, a qualitative research study was conducted in which the 

nature of the AET variables (i.e., affective events, emotion regulation strategies, 

contributors to job attitudes, affect-driven behavior and judgment-driven behavior) 

in an online context was explored. The results of that qualitative study were used to 

form hypotheses that were tested in a second, quantitative study comparing 

emotional labor across service contexts (in person, over the phone, and via 

computer-mediated communication). Taken together, the results of this research 

provides a better understanding of the emotional labor requirements, emotion 

regulation strategies, and outcomes associated with emotional labor in a computer-

mediated context. Practically, this information can be used to inform human 

resources practices applied to the online service industry.  

The organization of this manuscript is as follows. The next section 

describes the history of emotional labor research, followed by the prominent 

theories of emotional labor. Then information on computer-mediated 

communication is presented. Next, research questions are proposed. Then the Pilot 

Study and Study 1 methods and results are discussed. Following Study 1 results, 

specific hypotheses are developed to be tested in Study 2. Next, Study 2 methods 

and results are discussed.  Finally, theoretical and practical contributions as well as 

limitations and extensions of this research are discussed.  
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Emotional Labor History 

 

Over thirty years ago, Hochschild (1983) put forth the idea of emotional 

labor. She suggested that workers manage their feelings and expressions to help 

their organization profit (Hochschild, 1983). Specifically, she proposed that 

emotions are “sold for a wage” (p. 7). Through her work done on flight attendants, 

Hochschild suggested that emotional labor is an occupational job requirement of 

individuals who interact with customers (Grandey, Diefendorff, & Rupp 2013; 

Steinberg, 1999). Since Hochschild’s book The Managed Heart was first published 

in 1983, emotional labor has been studied much more extensively (Grandey & 

Gabriel, 2015).  

Grandey, Diefendorff, and Rupp (2013) reviewed the literature on 

emotional labor, suggesting that there are several lenses through which it has been 

viewed (Grandey et al., 2013). The first lens, popularized by Hochschild (1983), 

focuses on emotional labor as a job requirement. Specifically, Hochschild defined 

jobs that are high in emotional labor as having three features. First, these jobs 

require frequent interaction with the public. Second, high emotional labor jobs 

require the employee to induce emotions in the customers. Third, the emotions 

must be controlled. Hochschild conducted interviews with a variety of job positions 

(e.g., bill collectors and flight attendants) to demonstrate that there are an 

assortment of emotional display requirements (e.g., warmth or anger).  The crux of 
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this lens is that emotions are bought and sold for a wage. Employees are socialized 

into certain feeling rules, which are norms about how employees should feel when 

interacting with customers. Thus, this view of emotional labor focused more on 

feelings rather than expressions. 

The second lens through which emotional labor has been viewed 

characterizes emotional labor as an emotional display in which expressions are 

work role specified and may or may not require conscious effort (Rafaeli & Sutton, 

1987; Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993). This lens focuses more on how emotional 

displays influence the target. Additionally, this lens focuses on the outward display 

of emotions (rather than emotions themselves), suggesting that displays of 

emotions are influenced by organizational display rules—defined as expressive 

requirements of the job (Grandey et al., 2013). Rafaeli and Sutton (1987) proposed 

a conceptual framework suggesting that effectiveness in a customer service context 

hinges on the emotions that are expressed by the employee. Specifically, showing 

positive emotions is expected in most service contexts and is therefore part of the 

work role. Their conceptual framework focused mostly on the sources of role 

expectations (i.e., organizational context and emotional transactions), the emotions 

conveyed to satisfy expectations (i.e., positive vs. negative; esteem enhancing vs. 

degrading) and outcomes (i.e., organizationally salient outcomes or individually 

salient outcomes).  

While laying out their framework for conceptualizing emotional labor, 

Rafaeli and Sutton also coined the terms emotional harmony, emotional 
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dissonance, and emotional deviance. Emotional harmony refers to a state of 

congruence between the emotional expression, the emotions experienced, and the 

expectations of the individual and the organization. Rafaeli and Sutton suggest that 

emotional harmony leads to employee well-being.  Emotional dissonance occurs 

when expressed emotions are discordant with felt emotions.  If the emotions 

displayed clash with the individual’s personal values, then the individual is said to 

be experiencing person-role conflict. Rafaeli and Sutton (1987) suggest that the 

emotional dissonance that results from person-role conflict can harm an 

individual’s well-being. Cropanzano and colleagues (2004) suggest that when an 

individual experiences repeated emotional dissonance, it can build up feelings of 

inauthenticity for the employee, create emotional distress, and lead to decreased job 

performance and satisfaction.   Finally, emotional deviance occurs when expressed 

emotions do not adhere to local norms. Essentially the individual displays felt 

emotions and does not adhere to display rules. Emotional deviance can have 

negative consequences to the individual as well, such as getting reprimanded or 

fired (Zerbe, 2009).  Overall, in contrast to the first lens (Hochschild’s focus on 

feeling rules and the commercialization of emotions themselves), the second lens 

focuses much more on observable expressions of emotion that conform to display 

rules set by the organization (Grandey et al., 2013).  

The third lens through which researchers have viewed emotional labor 

emphasized the experience, or process, of managing emotions at work. Through 

this lens, emotional labor is conceptualized as “effortfully managing one’s 
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emotions when interacting with others at work” (Grandey et al., 2013, p. 6). This 

view of emotional labor draws on dissonance theory as well as theory and research 

on emotion regulation. Specifically, this body of work has focused on what 

emotional labor does to the individual who is experiencing the labor. Within this 

view, emotional labor has been defined as “the process of regulating both feelings 

and expressions for organizational goals” (Grandey, 2000, p. 97) and as “the effort, 

planning and control needed to express organizationally desired emotion during 

interpersonal transactions” (Morris & Feldman, 1996, p. 987). The third lens also 

focuses on emotional labor as an intrapsychic process, including the deep acting 

and surface acting constructs (Grandey, 2000). This dramaturgical perspective on 

emotional labor suggests that customer service interactions are akin to a 

performance. In a sense, deep acting is like method acting (Stanislovsky, 1965), in 

which employees attempt to make their feelings match with the organizations 

display rules rather than just altering their expressions. On the other hand, surface 

acting refers to when employees modify their displayed emotions without working 

on their inner feelings (Grandey, 2000).   Unlike deep acting, surface acting creates 

emotional dissonance, which may have negative effects on an individual. For 

example, emotional dissonance is suggested to be a precursor to emotional 

exhaustion (Morris & Feldman, 1996). This is because surface acting involves both 

the expression of emotions not actually felt as well as the suppression of felt 

emotions (Grandey, 2000). Thus, surface acting requires more regulatory resources 

that employees are often not able to replenish (Grandey, 2003). Consistent with this 
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idea, numerous studies have linked surface acting and emotional dissonance to 

emotional exhaustion (Hulsheger & Schewe, 2011).   

In sum, researchers have examined the emotional labor construct through 

three different lenses (Grandey et al., 2013). The first lens views emotional labor as 

the phenomenon of paying employees for their emotions; the second lens focuses 

on employees’ external displays of emotion and the extent to which they match 

with organizational display rules; and the third lens focuses on the internal 

processes and experiences involved when employees regulate their emotional 

expressions at work. Although the three-lens perspective represents only one way 

to categorize the plethora of research on emotional labor, it was highlighted by 

some of the leaders in the field of emotional labor (Grandey et al., 2013) and 

therefore represents a useful way of presenting the previous thinking on emotional 

labor. The current research views emotional labor through the third lens by 

focusing on how a computer-mediated setting affects employees and the emotional 

regulation strategies they use to help them deal with job demands. Specifically, the 

current research examined the experiences, processes, and outcomes of emotional 

labor in a computer-mediated customer service environment. Therefore, the 

following sections focus on the theories that help us understand the process, 

experience and outcomes of emotional labor.   

Theories of Emotion Regulation and Emotional Labor Strategies 

Gross (1998) proposed a process model of emotional regulation in which he 

suggests that emotions can be regulated by either altering the stimulus or 
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perceptions of the stimulus (antecedent-focused regulation); or by altering the 

response to the stimulus (response-focused regulation). According to the model, all 

emotion regulation events begin with an evaluation of an emotion cue. Once this 

cue has been evaluated, an individual has the opportunity to employ an antecedent-

focused strategy of emotion regulation. Gross proposed four different antecedent-

focused regulation strategies which can occur before the emotion is triggered. One 

example of an antecedent-focused strategy is situation selection in which an 

individual may choose to avoid or approach certain individuals or situations which 

are anticipated to produce a certain emotional impact. Another antecedent-focused 

strategy is situation modification, in which the individual may seek to modify their 

current environment (e.g., solve the problem) in order to reduce its emotional 

impact. One may also choose to employ attentional deployment by focusing one’s 

attention on something else--essentially distracting oneself from the current 

emotion-evoking situation. The final proposed antecedent-focused emotion 

regulation strategy is cognitive change, in which one reevaluates the situation or 

one’s ability to manage the situation, with the goal of changing one’s emotional 

response (Gross, 1998). 

 The second category of emotion regulation is response-focused emotion 

regulation, which refers to regulation strategies that are used once the emotion is 

underway. An example of a response-focused emotion regulation strategy is a 

technique called suppression, where an individual hides the emotion (Beal & 

Trougakos, 2013). Suppression can often occur when an individual feels a negative 
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emotion but cannot show that emotion because of displays rules (Grandey, 2000). 

Faking an unfelt emotion would also be considered a response-focused strategy 

(Grandey, 2000). 

Grandey (2000) utilized Gross’s (1998) emotion regulation model to put 

forth a theory of emotional labor that integrated existing conceptual frameworks 

such as those suggested by Hochschild (1983), Ashforth and Humphry (1993), and 

Morris and Feldman (1996). She points out that previous treatments of emotional 

labor all involved emotion regulation, or the processes by which individuals 

influence “which emotions they have, when they have them, and how they 

experience and express these emotions” (Gross, 1998, p. 224). According to 

Grandey (2000), deep acting and surface acting are akin to antecedent-focused and 

response-focused emotion regulation strategies, respectively. That is, deep acting 

refers to those emotion regulation strategies individuals use to regulate the emotion 

itself (i.e., antecedent-focused regulation), whereas surface acting regulates only 

the display or expression of emotion (i.e., response-focused regulation). 

Totterdell and Holman (2003) used a time-sampling technique to test some 

of Grandey’s (2000) model of emotion regulation. Results suggested that surface 

acting is positively related to emotional exhaustion, and deep acting is positively 

related to service performance. Additionally, negative events from customers were 

followed by employees faking their emotions (a form of response-focused 

regulation), while positive events from customers were followed by greater 

perspective taking from employees (a form of cognitive change). Finally, surface 
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acting was related to employees feeling more emotionally drained. Overall, there 

was support for Grandey’s model, and the authors suggested that emotion 

regulation was a good platform for understanding emotional labor. Since then, 

numerous studies have examined the link between surface acting and deep acting 

and outcomes, typically finding that surface acting has more negative outcomes 

than deep acting. In a meta-analysis by Hulsheger and Schewe (2011), surface 

acting positively related to emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, psychological 

strain, and psychosomatic complaints, and it had a negative relationship with job 

satisfaction, organizational attachment, task performance, emotional performance, 

and customer satisfaction. Deep acting had a positive relationship with emotional 

performance and customer satisfaction (Hulsheger & Schewe, 2011).  

Diefendorff, Richard & Yang (2008) also used Gross’s model as an 

organizing framework to examine the types of emotion regulation strategies that 

employees’ use at work as well as the affective events that tend to trigger the use of 

each strategy. They suggested that examining a wider range of emotional regulation 

strategies could be beneficial for examining the types of strategies employees use 

in specific kinds of situations, and they conducted a study to determine the 

frequency with which employees use a variety of different emotional regulation 

strategies drawn from Gross’s (1998) original model. Diefendorff et al. (2008) also 

assessed the types of negative emotions and events that were associated with each 

emotion regulation strategy. Their results suggested that employees do in fact use a 

variety of emotion regulation strategies. For example, the most commonly reported 
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strategy was “seek out individuals that make me feel good,” which falls under 

Gross’s (1998) situation selection category. Additionally, the most commonly 

reported emotion regulation strategies came from different categories of Gross’s 

model (i.e., attentional deployment, situation selection, and situation modification). 

Furthermore, results suggest that a variety of contexts and situations led to the 

emotion regulation strategies. These results suggest that Gross’s model of emotion 

regulation strategies is a useful framework for examining emotional labor strategies 

and a fruitful area for more research. Additionally, these results support looking 

beyond the simple surface acting/deep acting distinction to explore a wider variety 

of more specific emotion regulation strategies that employees use at work.  

 It is important to note that, while Diefendorff et al. (2008) found support 

for utilizing Gross’s model of emotion regulation, they excluded some emotion 

regulation strategies that they felt were less likely to be used at work (i.e., 

exercising, using alcohol, taking a nap, or shopping). These strategies may be used 

infrequently in a traditional face-to-face work setting; however, some of them may 

be used in a computer-mediated work setting. More research is needed to determine 

if that is the case. Additionally, participants were not asked to differentiate between 

work with customers in a face-to-face setting or a computer-mediated setting. 

Given that the research was conducted several years ago, it is likely that most 

participants were employed in face-to-face settings. Therefore, it is necessary to 

determine which events are likely to trigger the use of emotion regulations 

strategies and which strategies are employed in a computer-mediated setting.  
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Conservation of Resource Theory and Outcomes of Emotional Labor 

Whereas theories of emotion regulation (Grandey, 2000; Gross, 1998) have 

been used to explain the self-regulatory processes involved in emotional labor, 

research examining the outcomes of these processes has drawn mainly from 

Conservation of Resources Theory (COR; Hobfoll, 1989). COR suggests that 

individuals strive to maintain, replenish and maximize their current level of 

resources (Hobfoll, 1989). Resources refers to both objective factors such as money 

or a home as well as psychological factors such as self-esteem, job autonomy or 

social support (Grandey et al., 2012). Threats to resources often come in the form 

of role demands and the effort it takes to meet these demands. If these resources are 

depleted, negative outcomes typically occur (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). COR, 

applied to an emotional labor context, suggests that when individuals engage in 

emotional labor processes, such as surface acting or deep acting, this depletes their 

resources, and they are motivated to renew them. However, research suggests that 

there are differential outcomes for surface acting and deep acting. This may be for 

two reasons. First, surface acting requires both suppressing felt emotions as well as 

expressing emotions in line with organizational display rules (Grandey, 2000), 

whereas deep acting only involves trying to feel the desired emotions. For this 

reason, surface acting may require the use of more resources (Brotheridge & Lee, 

2002). Second, when workers expend their resources by investing effort into 

performing surface acting or deep acting, they expect to gain resources in return. In 

a customer service relationship, the return on their investment is a sense of 
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authenticity and a rewarding relationship with the customer (Brotheridge & Lee, 

2002). This sense of authenticity and rewarding relationship helps the employee to 

regain some of their resources. Research suggests that customers have more 

positive reactions to deep acting than surface acting, which may be why deep acting 

is likely to result in a greater return on investment of resources (Grandey, 2003); 

that is, employees who engage in deep acting may be more likely to regain 

resources through the positive reactions of their customers. Greater resource 

depletion and lack of resource rebuilding are believed to be two contributing factors 

to the negative outcomes associated with surface acting (Hobfoll, 1989). For 

example, surface acting has been linked to emotional exhaustion, decreased job 

performance, and increases in counterproductive work behavior and stress, whereas 

deep acting has been associated with better emotional performance and higher 

customer satisfaction (Grandey, 2003; Hulsheger & Schewe, 2011). 

Brotheridge and Lee (2002) sought to test the COR model to determine the 

extent to which it can account for the link between emotional labor and burnout. In 

line with COR, Brotheridge and Lee (2002) suggest that workers invest their 

personal resources to meet their role demands (i.e., performing either surface acting 

or deep acting), with the expectation that they will receive positive outcomes (i.e., 

resource gains). The authors suggest that, to the extent that rewarding relationships 

are not formed and therefore resources are not gained, stress or burnout will follow. 

Brotheridge and Lee (2002) propose a process model in which role demands affect 

the emotional effort put forth. This in turn depletes resources and leads to feelings 
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of inauthenticity which may or may not result in burnout.  Results support the 

authors’ propositions and suggest that employees cope with their role demands by 

performing either surface acting or deep acting. Employees do this in order to cope 

with the service encounter, and they anticipate a return on their investment. 

Specifically, employees expect to have a positive service encounter that will 

contribute to the replenishment of their personal resources. However, if there is no 

reciprocal relationship between the customer and if the employee feels inauthentic 

(due to surface acting), employees experience resource loss. Employees are likely 

to suffer from emotional exhaustion if they experience resource loss (Brotheridge 

& Lee, 2002).  

In support of this view of emotional labor, Cheung and Tang (2007) utilized 

the COR model to further understand the relationships between dissonance, 

resources and burnout. The authors conducted their study on Chinese human 

service employees who work in face-to-face settings with customers (e.g., teachers, 

nurses, social workers). Results suggest that display rules are related to emotional 

dissonance, which has an indirect influence on burnout. Specifically, Cheung and 

Tang (2007) found that, when satisfying work relations and job rewards are 

available to help employees replenish their resources, the negative impact of 

emotional dissonance on burnout can be eliminated. Thus, the COR view of 

emotional labor received support.  

Grandey, Foo, Groth and Goodwin (2012) suggest that employees who 

work in healthcare settings encounter interpersonal stressors such as mistreatment 
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from patients that may lead to job burnout. They used the COR model to explain 

the conditions under which emotional regulation with patients leads to burnout. 

According to Grandey et al. (2012), interpersonal stressors threaten an individual’s 

personal resources leading to resource loss. Additionally, coping with stressors, by 

surface acting, can lead to a secondary resource loss. Results support the notion that 

these interpersonal stressors lead to primary and secondary resource loss (through 

surface acting), and this resource loss further leads to job burnout. Grandey and 

colleagues suggest that there are factors in a work setting that may help individuals 

regain lost resources, such as venting to colleagues. Their results were consistent 

with COR theory; specifically, a climate for authenticity (i.e., the perceived 

acceptance of and respect for unit members’ expression of felt emotions when 

interacting with coworkers) buffered against the secondary resource depletion of 

surface acting. This study is important for several reasons. First, it suggests that 

working with difficult customers is a job demand that employees must learn to cope 

with. Second, it suggests that surface acting is an emotion regulation strategy that is 

an often chosen solution to deal with this job demand. Finally, it suggests that 

resource loss can have very negative consequences, but given the right setting, 

employees may be able to regain some of their lost resources and better cope with 

their negative job demands.  

Lee and Ok (2014) conducted a study to determine the effects of emotional 

labor on service sabotage. The authors drew on the COR model to suggest that 

emotional labor, specifically emotional dissonance, can lead to service sabotage. 
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According to Lee and Ok (2014), emotional dissonance leads employees to feel 

depleted of their psychological energy and in turn emotionally exhausted. This 

exhaustion then leads employees to mistreat customers, which makes the 

employees feel less competent and further leads to service sabotage. Results 

showed that emotional dissonance is positively associated with service sabotage, 

and this relationship can be explained by burnout. Further, Lee and Ok suggest that 

emotional intelligence (defined as “the ability to perceive emotions, to access and 

generate emotions so as to assist thoughts, to understand emotions and emotional 

knowledge, and to reflectively regulate emotions so as to promote emotional and 

intellectual growth”; Mayer & Salovey, 1997, p.5) can buffer the effects of 

emotional dissonance on burnout. This is likely because individuals who are high in 

emotional intelligence are able to manage their own emotions and to sense the 

emotions of others which increases their ability to engage in positive emotional 

experiences. Specifically, they are more likely to respond to customers with 

emotion regulation strategies that avoid resource loss (i.e., deep acting) (Lee & Ok, 

2014).  This study has a few implications for the current research. First, it again 

suggests that COR is a useful model for understanding the emotional labor process. 

Second, it suggests that emotional labor can be viewed as a job demand that heavily 

affects service performance.   

Giumetti and colleagues (2013) also utilized COR to examine how work 

incivility affects performance and engagement. The authors simulated an online 

work context in which undergraduate students were either supported by their 
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‘supervisor’ (a confederate) or treated in an uncivil manner. Results indicated that 

incivility depleted participant resources and led to higher levels of negative affect, 

poorer performance and less engagement compared to support. This study is 

important for several reasons. First, it supports the need for employees to maintain 

and replenish their resources. Second, it demonstrates the negative impact that 

workplace incivility can have on individuals. Third, it examined these effects in a 

simulated online context, whereas most studies to date have examined emotional 

labor in a face-to-face or voice-to-voice (i.e., telephone) context. A simulated 

online environment is a great start to the much needed research on emotional labor 

in the context of computer-mediated communication.  

In sum, previous research suggests a few things that are pertinent to the 

current research.  One, interacting with customers can be considered a mentally and 

emotionally taxing job demand (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001; 

Grandey, Groth & Goodwin, 2012; Cheung & Tang, 2007; Brotheridge & Lee 

2002; Lee & Ok, 2014). Two, there are several emotional regulation strategies used 

to cope with the job demand of interacting with customers (Grandey, Groth & 

Goodwin 2012). Three, these job demands and emotional regulation strategies 

sometimes have negative effects both on the wellbeing of the employee as well as 

their performance (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002; Cheung & Tang, 2007; Lee & Ok, 

2014). Finally, the COR model is a useful framework for researching emotional 

labor. 
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Affective Events Theory 

 Previous research focuses primarily on emotional labor in a face-to-face 

setting or a voice-to-voice setting. Because many companies are utilizing an online 

context to interact with customers (Grandey et al., 2013), the current research 

extends the emotional labor research by examining the process in an online context. 

The online context provides a work environment that may be substantially different 

than the environment examined in most traditional emotional labor research. Weiss 

and Cropanzano (1996) recognized the role of the job characteristics and/or the 

work environment in influencing work events and subsequent affective reactions to 

the job, as well as the resulting attitudes and behavior, when they proposed 

Affective Events Theory (AET). Therefore, AET was used as an organizing 

framework for discussing the possible impact of the work context (e.g., online vs. 

face-to-face) on the emotional labor process.  

 AET is an organizational theory that focuses on the structure, causes, and 

consequences of affective experiences at work (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). There 

are several components that make up this model. First, AET suggests that 

environmental features, or work context, in addition to its direct influence on work 

attitudes, affects both the type and frequency of certain work events. Work events 

in turn produce affective reactions to those events, and these effects are moderated 

by individual differences such as disposition.  

Affective reactions are conceptualized along two dimensions. The first is 

valence and is akin to pleasantness, ranging from unpleasant to pleasant. The 
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second is activation and refers to physiological arousal; it ranges from deactivated 

to activated (Russel & Barret, 1999; Yik et al., 2011). Russel and Barret (1999) 

suggest that you can plot emotions on a circumplex based on the two dimensions. 

Therefore, there are four quadrants within which an emotion can fall. Within the 

activation-pleasantness quadrant, emotions such as happiness, elation, and 

excitement fall. In the de-activation-pleasantness quadrant, there are emotions such 

as contented, relaxed and calm. The de-activation-unpleasantness quadrant contains 

emotions such as depressed, lethargic, or fatigued, and the activation-unpleasant 

quadrant has emotions like upset, stressed or nervous.  

According to AET, affective reactions impact both affect-driven behavior 

and work attitudes.  Affect driven behavior refers to “behaviors that follow directly 

from affective reactions, they are not mediated overall attitudes” (Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996, p.13). An example of affect-driven behavior could be 

counterproductive work behavior such as aggression, which is often driven by 

anger (Dollard et al., 1939). On the other hand, affective reactions are also 

proposed to have long-term effects on job attitudes such as job satisfaction. 

Specifically, Weiss (2002) suggests that attitudes are driven by the consideration of 

both emotional components of the job as well as cognitive beliefs about job 

characteristics. This suggests that there is both a direct link between job 

characteristics and job attitudes as well as an indirect link through work events and 

their associated affective reactions. Finally, Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) suggest 

that once a work attitude is formed, it impacts judgment-driven behavior, which 
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refers to behaviors mediated by work attitudes. That is, judgment-driven behaviors 

represent “the consequences of decision processes where one’s evaluation of one’s 

job is part of a decision matrix” (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996, p.13). One example 

of a judgment-driven behavior would be searching for another job based on 

dissatisfaction with one’s current job.  

AET has driven hundreds of research studies since its inception and is 

helpful for framing research questions about the nature of emotional labor in the 

online context. Grandey and Brauburger (2002) suggest that emotion regulation can 

be incorporated into the AET model at a few different points, and the current 

research will draw on these propositions while applying them to the online context. 

First, Grandey and Brauburger (2002) suggest that a person’s disposition affects the 

likelihood of choosing a job with certain characteristics (e.g., emotional labor 

requirements). Second, they suggest that after a negative work event, but before an 

affective reaction, individuals are able to use an antecedent-focused regulation 

strategy such as attentional deployment or cognitive change. Finally, if an affective 

reaction does occur, individuals are likely to use a response focused regulation 

strategy such as response modification. A depiction of the full AET model, 

including Grandey and Brauburger’s (2002) propositions about the role of emotion 

regulation in the model, is provided in the Appendix.   
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Computer-Mediated Communication 

As stated previously, a key environmental feature that has been overlooked 

in the literature on emotional labor is the distinction between the face-to-face 

environment and the computer-mediated environment. Computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) simply refers to the use of a computer to communicate 

(Kiesler, Siegel, McGuire, 1984). However, this paper focuses on two primary 

forms of CMC: live-chat customer support services (i.e., instant messaging) (Turel 

& Connely, 2013) as well as email-based communication with customers.  

 Computer-mediated communication has become progressively more 

popular as companies become more global (Friedman & Currall, 2003) and seek to 

eliminate costs while still communicating with the masses (Froehle & Roth, 2004).  

However, CMC may be fraught with errors in delivery and the interpretation of the 

message due to the fact that non-verbal cues such as gestures, emphasis, and 

intonation are often impoverished or unavailable (Byron, 2008; Friedman & 

Currall, 2003; Kruger, Epley, Parker & Ng, 2005). These difficulties may be 

particularly salient in purely text-based CMC where facial expressions are absent. 

The human face has forty-six unique action units that are capable of making more 

than ten thousand unique configurations (Schacter, Gilbert, Wegner & Nock, 

2014). With all of the potential that humans have to convey appropriate facial cues, 

it is no wonder that there are errors in communication when text-based CMC is 

utilized (Byron, 2008).  
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Although the modern internet has been available to the public since the late 

1980’s, it was not used as a means for connecting socially until a great deal later 

(Walther, 1996). Initially, it was used in businesses to accomplish tasks; as such, 

these messages conveyed less emotion compared to face-to-face interactions 

(Walther, 1996). This reduction in affect may be one reason why individuals say 

they prefer face-to-face communication rather than CMC (Blau & Barak, 2004).  

There are in fact several reasons why individuals might prefer face-to-face over 

CMC. For example, information richness theory suggests that different 

communication media have varying levels of information richness (Daft & Lengel, 

1986). Information richness refers to the notion that data all come with certain 

information-carrying capacity; data that provides a new level of understanding 

would be considered rich (Daft & Lengel, 1986, p.11). Specifically, each type of 

media has certain characteristics that make the information richer or leaner. Some 

characteristics of face-to-face communication are: rapid feedback, facial cues, and 

posture. As such, face-to-face communication is much richer than text-based CMC. 

Because CMC is much leaner, there is much more difficulty in interpreting the 

message (Chidambaram & Jones, 1993).   

Byron (2008) wrote specifically about the miscommunication of emotion in 

work-related email. She suggested that, because emotion is conveyed more by 

facial cues and body language than by words themselves, the communication of 

emotion via email may be too ambiguous to understand and consequently fraught 

with communication errors. Research suggests that even when senders do not mean 
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to convey emotion, they do so unknowingly (Thompsen & Foulger, 1996). 

Additionally, when individuals do actively try to communicate emotions via email, 

they are not as good at doing so as they think they are (Kruger, Epley & Parker, 

2005). For example, individuals who try to communicate sarcasm or humor have a 

difficult time doing so and tend to overestimate the extent to which their audience 

will understand their message (Kruger et al., 2005). For this reason, Byron (2008) 

developed a model to explain common errors in interpreting work-related email 

messages.  

Specifically, Byron (2008) proposed the neutrality and negativity effect of 

work-related email. The neutrality effect refers to the notion that receivers of an 

email intended to convey positive emotion typically perceive the message as more 

neutral than intended by the sender. The negativity effect proposes that receivers of 

emails intended by the sender to sound neutral or mildly negative are likely to be 

perceived as more intensely negative than intended. Thus, Byron proposed that the 

intensity levels of emotion perceived by the receiver differ depending on the 

valence of the intended emotion. Positive emotions are perceived as less intense 

than intended, and negative emotions are perceived as more intense than intended.  

Byron’s (2008) propositions have important implications for customer 

service employees communicating via text-based CMC in terms of how employees 

interpret messages from their customers. Specifically, if the message is neutral or 

even mildly negative, employees may interpret it as more intensely negative. Such 
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interpretations will likely influence perceptions of interpersonal conflict or 

customer aggression--affective events that can impact the emotional labor process. 

 Byron (2008) suggests that several variables can affect the strength of the 

neutrality effect and the negativity effect. First, she suggests that gender affects the 

likelihood that messages will be perceived more negatively than intended. She 

suggests that, because of gender stereotypes, messages from male senders (as 

opposed to female senders) are likely to be perceived more negatively than 

intended. Second, Byron (2008) suggests that the length of the relationship between 

sender and receiver influences perceptions of negative emotion in the message. 

When relationship length is long, receivers have more background knowledge on 

the sender and are therefore able to more accurately interpret the sender’s message. 

Conversely, if there is little or no relationship history, the receiver must use known 

characteristics of the sender or cues within the message to interpret it. This 

proposition has implications for customer service interactions that utilize instant 

messages. In live-chat customer support, the relationship length is likely to be very 

short; therefore, both parties may be more likely to interpret the emotion behind a 

message as more intensely negative than intended by the sender.  

Relative status, age and negative affectivity are the final variables that 

Byron suggests can influence the likelihood of perceived negativity when 

interpreting emails. Relative status does not have much bearing on the current 

studies because it is unclear in a customer service relationship who holds the more 

powerful position. Likely, it depends on the organization, industry, and type of 
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service. However, age and negative affectivity likely play a role in the extent to 

which negative emotion is perceived in CMC between customers and employees. 

Byron (2008) suggests that older employees perceive less emotional content in 

email than younger employees. Therefore, older customer service employees may 

be less likely to interpret negative emotional content in messages from customers. 

Further, individuals high in negative affect are proposed to interpret messages more 

negatively than those low in negative affect (Byron, 2008). These interpretations 

may impact the extent to which employees must engage in emotional regulation 

strategies to manage their emotions during interactions.  

Although it is easy for computer-mediated messages to be misinterpreted by 

the receiver, research also suggests that communicating in a computer-mediated 

environment may change the actual, intended content of the message. Specifically, 

the online disinhibition effect refers to the notion that people behave differently in 

an online context than they do in a face-to-face context. Suler (2004) suggests that 

they “loosen up, feel less restrained, and express themselves more openly (p. 321).” 

According to Suler (2004), six factors interact to create the online disinhibition 

effect. They are: dissociative anonymity, invisibility, asynchronicity, solipsistic 

introjection, dissociative imagination, and minimization of authority.   

Suler suggests that dissociative anonymity allows people to feel that their 

identity can be concealed as much as they choose for it to be. This concealment 

leads to a sense of separation of their behavior online from their in-person selves, 

which means that their behaviors online cannot be traced back to their identity. For 
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example, a person can act out online and call another person bad names and have 

no repercussions tied to their real identity. 

 Invisibility refers to the notion that individuals can go to many places 

online and not be detected. For instance, individuals can go to a chatroom, and 

many would not know they are there. This invisibility leads people to do many 

things online that they might never do in person. Additionally, the idea that people 

cannot physically see each other means that the sender of a message will not see the 

physical signs of the message being received. Nor will they have to worry about 

how they look when they send the message. This sense of invisibility allows 

individuals to speak freely without viewing the physical responses of others.  

Asynchrony refers to the fact that the conversation does not occur in real 

time. In text-based communication, it may take a great deal of time before 

individuals respond to the message sender. Suler (2004) suggests that, in real-time 

communication, conversation acts as a continuous feedback loop in which some 

behaviors are reinforced and some are extinguished. In an asynchronous 

communication, individuals do not get the feedback that might lead to the 

extinguishment of bad behavior.  

Solipsistic introjection refers to the notion that message receivers add an 

imagined voice to the message they receive, sometimes creating a fantasy world 

that they apply to their conversations later (Suler, 2004). For example, people may 

fantasize about confronting their boss or even a friend. Fantasizing, in their own 
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mind makes it a safe space to act out their play. An online forum may start to feel 

just as safe, the more an individual “acts out” the scenario in their head. This can 

have very negative repercussions. This solipsistic introjection can sometimes lead 

to people saying and doing things they would not do in a face-to-face environment.  

Suler also suggests that dissociative imagination is akin to an individual 

“splitting” their persona so that they have an online self and a face-to-face self. 

This type of dissociation leads individuals to create online fantasy selves that have 

different rules than their face-to-face selves. An example of this might be identity 

theft. Specifically, an individual’s face-to-face self adheres to the rules that stealing 

is wrong, whereas their online self does not.   

Finally, minimization of authority refers to the notion that authority is often 

demonstrated through dress, body language, and environmental settings. In the 

absence of these cues, Suler (2004) suggests that individuals are more likely to feel 

a diminished sense of authority and therefore express themselves more freely than 

in a face-to-face setting. Specifically, the internet is said to be a place where all are 

equal and able to speak freely. This means people are much more willing to speak 

out and misbehave (Suler, 2004). 

In sum, there are many factors that interact to create the online disinhibition 

effect. These factors allow individuals the opportunity to express themselves in 

whatever manner they choose to with little to no repercussions. For example, 

Coffey and Woolworth (2004) analyzed roughly 300 web postings and found that 
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participants made comments that were much harsher, angrier, and more racist than 

those making comments on the same crime in a face-to-face environment.   In the 

context of the current research, the online disinhibition effect is important because 

it suggests that customers may engage in more verbal aggression in an online 

setting than they would in a face-to-face setting, creating more demand for 

emotional labor on the part of customer service employees in these settings. 

In a similar vein, Friedman and Currall (2003) describe a model of email 

communication call the dispute-exacerbating model of email (DEME) which 

suggests that there are features of email that make it likely for conflicts between 

two parties to escalate. Specifically, they point out that in face-to-face 

conversations there is an opportunity for grounding. Grounding refers to the 

process by which individuals develop a shared sense of understanding about 

communication as a shared sense of involvement in the conversation (Clark & 

Brennan, 1991). Grounding requires co-presence (being within the same 

surroundings), visibility (both parties being able to see each other), audibility (both 

parties being able to hear the other’s timing of speech and intonation), 

cotemporality (both parties hearing things at the exact moment they are stated), 

simultaneity (both parties being able to send and receive messages at once), and 

sequentiality (turn-taking in conversation; Clark & Brennan, 1991). Friedman and 

Currall (2003) point out that email communication has none of these properties.  

Other forms of CMC (e.g., instant messages) also lack many of the 

conditions necessary for grounding. For instance, although instant messaging can 
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have sequentiality, it does not have the other conditions necessary for grounding 

(Darics, 2014). Individuals are not in the same location, cannot see or hear each 

other, and both parties cannot read and send messages at the exact same time.  

Friedman and Currall (2003) suggest that the diminished feedback that 

occurs in email communication makes it more likely for conflict escalation to occur 

compared to face-to-face settings. This is because there is less opportunity to apply 

self-correcting behavior and repair small disagreements as they occur. Additionally, 

they suggest that the diminished feedback leads to less self-awareness and a 

reduction of information about the other party which in turn leads to conflict 

escalation. DEME also suggests that there are minimal social cues when 

communicating via email which can lead to a reduction in the salience of social 

norms, again leading to conflict escalation.  

The length of the email can also lead to conflict escalation, according to 

Friedman and Currall (2003). This occurs because of the opportunity to focus on 

the anger provoking parts of the message, the opportunity to ignore some parts of 

the message, and the overall violation of interaction norms. Finally, DEME 

proposes that the opportunity to apply excessive attention to a message can increase 

an individual’s commitment to their own stance. The opportunity for excessive 

attention can also lead an individual to believe that the perceived negative tone of a 

message is intentional, given that the sender had the opportunity to draft and re-

draft the message before sending.  Both of these phenomena are proposed to lead to 

conflict escalation (Friedman & Currall, 2003).  
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Research Questions 

The AET model suggests that the work context drives the types of affective 

events that regularly occur in organizations, suggesting that the CMC context may 

lead to very different affective events than face-to-face and voice-to-voice customer 

service contexts. However, this impact of this context on affective events has yet to 

be explored in the emotional labor literature. The work of Friedman and Currall 

(2003) on the DEME model, Suler (2004) on the online-disinhibition effect, and 

Byron’s negativity effect (2008) all suggest that the online environment is very 

different from the face-to-face environment. This body of work suggests that 

individuals may interpret events more negatively when communicating via CMC 

than when communicating face-to-face. Further, these models suggest that when 

conflicts arise, individuals are more likely to ignore social rules and express 

themselves freely (e.g., customers being ruder to an employee when 

communicating online). This leads to the first two research questions of the current 

study:  

Research Question 1a: What affective events do online customer service employees 

typically experience? 

Research Question 1b: How do these events differ from the events experienced by 

employees in other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? For 

example, are customers more aggressive in the online context compared to other 

contexts?   
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 The majority of emotional labor research has focused on two typical 

strategies that individuals employ to regulate their emotions and emotional displays 

at work: surface acting and deep acting. However, Gross (1998) and Diefendorff et 

al. (2008) suggested that there are many emotion regulation strategies. To date, 

emotional regulation strategies have not been examined in an online context. 

Because the online environment is so different than a face-to-face environment 

(Byron, 2008; Suler, 2004; Friedman & Currall, 2003), it is possible that the 

strategies used may be different; or at the very least, the frequency with which 

employees engage in strategies may be different.  

For example, Gross (1998) suggested that there are four types of 

antecedent-focused regulation strategies: situation selection, situation modification, 

attentional deployment and cognitive change. Grandey (2000) suggested that not all 

of these antecedent-focused regulation strategies were possible to engage in for 

customer service representatives. Specifically, she suggested that it is rarely 

possible for customer service employees to engage in situation selection or 

situation modification.  However, individuals interacting online may have more 

opportunity to select their situations. For example, they may be able to choose 

which customers they respond to if they receive an email or an instant message 

request. Employees may also be able to modify their situations as well by ending a 

chat session abruptly and citing the reason as “connection issues.”  

Grandey (2000) also suggests that attentional deployment is achieved by 

“calling up the emotion that one needs for the situation” (Grandey, 2000, p. 99). 
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This strategy is akin to the deep acting strategy. However, in an online context, 

employees are not visible to customers. Therefore, opportunities for attention 

deployment may greater and more varied. For example, employees may be able to 

distract themselves by engaging in other behavior (e.g., online shopping) rather 

than (or at the same time as) responding to a customer.  

 In addition to the regulation of emotions themselves (i.e., antecedent-

focused strategies) the regulation of emotional expressions (i.e., response-focused 

strategies) may also be very different in an online environment. Very little is 

known about the emotion regulation strategies employees use to express certain 

emotions (e.g., happiness, enthusiasm) when they are communicating solely 

through text. In other words, if surface acting involves pasting on a smile, is there 

an equivalent to that in CMC, and if so, what does it look like? For these reasons, 

the following research questions were posed:  

Research Question 2a: What emotion regulation strategies do customer service 

employees use to regulate their emotions and emotional displays when 

communicating with customers online? 

Research Question 2b: How do the emotion regulation strategies of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from those used by employees in other 

service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)?  

 

Research and theory suggests that emotions have both valence and arousal 

(e.g., Russel & Barret, 1999; Yik et al., 2011). The media naturalness theory 
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suggests that individuals communicating online are less physiologically aroused 

than those communicating face-to-face (Kock, 2002). Lower physiological arousal 

could have an impact on an individual’s affective reaction when communicating via 

CMC. Additionally, Byron (2008) suggests that, when communicating online, 

people interpret messages more negatively than the sender intended.  For these 

reasons the affective reactions of employees communicating with customers online 

may be qualitatively different than the affective reactions of employees who 

communicate with customer in face-to-face settings. Furthermore, different 

affective reactions across the two contexts may also have indirect causes. For 

example, differences in affective reactions could come from the fact that employees 

experience different events (i.e., research question 1) and engage in different 

emotion regulation strategies (i.e., research question 2) across the different 

contexts. Therefore, the following research questions are proposed: 

 

Research Question 3a: What is the nature of the affective reactions experienced by 

employees who communicate with customers online?  

 

Research Question 3b: How do the affective reactions of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from those experienced by employees in 

other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)?  
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 COR suggests that individuals strive to maintain and maximize their current 

level of resources (Hobfoll, 1989). Research suggests that engagement in some 

emotion regulation strategies (i.e., surface acting and deep acting) can lead to 

resource loss (Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). This loss in resources can have a negative 

impact on an employee’s affect-driven behavior. Specifically, when employees feel 

emotionally exhausted, they may engage in customer mistreatment and customer 

service sabotage (Lee & Ok, 2014). The majority of research on the affect-driven 

behavior of service employees was conducted on employees who work in a face-to-

face (and sometimes over-the-phone) customer service environments. However, 

little is known about the types of affect-driven behavior that occur in an online 

service context. One exception is research by Giumetti and colleagues (2013). They 

conducted a study on customer incivility in a simulated online work environment 

and found that employees who experienced incivility experienced resource loss and 

had decreased performance and engagement compared to those who were in a 

supportive environment. This research is a great start to investigating employee 

resources, affect, and affect-driven behavior in an online context. However, the 

research was done in a simulated online work setting. Therefore, there are still 

many questions to be answered.  It is possible that individuals who work in a 

computer-based customer service environment both utilize their resources 

differently and engage in different affect-driven behaviors. This possibility leads to 

the following research questions:  
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Research Question 4a: What is the nature of the affect-driven behavior engaged in 

by employees who communicate with customers online?  

 

Research Question 4b: How does the affect-driven behavior of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from that of employees in other service 

contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

 

AET suggests that job or work environment characteristics, as well as the 

affective events and reactions that result from those characteristics, contribute to 

the formation of work attitudes (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). These ideas have 

been supported by past research (e.g., Fisher, 2002; Lam & Chen, 2012; Weiss, 

2002), but there has been little to no research on the impact of the CMC context on 

the job attitudes of employees who engage in emotional labor.  

Research done by Brotheridge and Lee (2002) suggests that role demands 

lead to burnout through decreased feelings of authenticity. Specifically, employees 

cope with their role demands by utilizing emotion regulation strategies (i.e., surface 

acting and deep acting). When employees do not experience a rewarding 

relationship with their customers, they experience feelings of inauthenticity and 

burnout. Typically defined as a response to stressors on the job, burnout is made up 

of three dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of personal 

accomplishment (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). Cheung and Tang (2007) 

also found a relationship between perceptions of role demands and burnout. 
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Specifically, they found that high perceptions of organizational display rules lead to 

emotional dissonance. This dissonance in turn lead to burnout through the 

mediation of work resources.  

It is unclear how such feelings of inauthenticity and burnout might differ in 

the CMC context. Grandey and colleagues (2012) found that interpersonal stressors 

from the job (e.g., mistreatment from customers) can lead to burnout. However, this 

work was not done in an online context. Because of the online disinhibition effect 

(Suler, 2004), customers have the potential to be more abusive when 

communicating online than when communicating face-to-face. Additionally, 

employees may be less able to rebuild their resources through positive relationships 

with customers because of the shorter and more anonymous interactions online 

(Hobfoll, 1989; Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). Working in an online context may also 

limit the time that employees spend with coworkers, negatively impacting their 

opportunity to rebuild resources through social support (Hobfoll, 1989; Brotheridge 

& Lee, 2002). Without the opportunity to rebuild resources, it is possible that job 

satisfaction will be lower, while other outcomes such as burnout may be higher 

(Hulsheger & Schewe, 2011) in CMC jobs. On the other hand, employees may not 

feel as inauthentic when expressing emotions to customers in a CMC context 

because an associated facial expression is not required. Therefore, inauthenticity 

might be lower and therefore less draining (Grandey et al., 2012). 

The possibility of differences in emotion regulation strategies in the CMC 

context may also impact job attitudes. Hulsheger and Schewe (2011) conducted a 
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meta-analysis on emotional labor and the effects it has on well-being as well as 

performance.  Results suggest that some emotion regulation strategies were worse 

on well-being and performance than others. For instance, surface acting had 

negative effects on well-being, performance and job satisfaction; whereas deep 

acting had almost no relationship with well-being, but had positive effects on 

performance and job satisfaction. This suggests that different emotion regulation 

strategies have differential effects on work attitudes (e.g., feelings of authenticity, 

burnout, and job satisfaction); therefore, the CMC context could also impact job 

attitudes by producing different patterns of emotion regulation strategies (research 

question 2). For instance, an attention deployment strategy such as online shopping 

may help employees feel better and thus decrease feelings of burnout.  

Taken together, previous research suggests that role demands and context, 

as well as emotion regulation strategies, play a role in employees work attitudes, 

but the current research explores the idea that role demands, context, and emotion 

regulation strategies may differ in the CMC context compared to more traditional 

customer service settings.  Although customers may be more challenging, and the 

opportunity to build rewarding relationships may be lower in an online context, it is 

also likely that there are more emotion regulation strategies available to the 

employee and that emotional labor may be less taxing in a context that doesn’t 

require the regulation of facial or vocal expressions. These possibilities lead to the 

following research questions: 
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Research Question 5a: What factors influence the work attitudes (e.g., job 

satisfaction, burnout) of employees who communicate with customer online? 

Research Question 5b: How do the work attitudes of employees who communicate 

with customers online compare to those of employees in other service contexts 

(e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

Affective events theory suggests that work attitudes lead to judgement-

driven behavior (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Two important judgment-driven 

behaviors in the customer service industry are turnover and service quality. Lam 

and Chen (2012) conducted a study on hotel workers and found that work attitudes 

affect employees service quality as well as their turnover. However, like much of 

the other research conducted in the area of workplace emotion, the research still 

needs to be conducted in an online setting (Grandey et al., 2014).  

As mentioned above, it is unclear what influence the online context will 

have on the job attitudes of customer service employees.  As such, it is also unclear 

how this context will influence service employees’ judgment-driven behavior. For 

example, research on computer-mediated communication suggests that emotions 

can be conveyed online (Harris & Paradice, 2007) and that some of these emotions 

can have negative outcomes, such as “ending a relationship” (Friedman & Curall, 

2003, p.1326). In the customer service industry, “ending relationships” with 

customers may necessarily take the form of greater employee turnover.  However, 

given the many differences between the computer-mediated environment and the 
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more traditional customer service environment (Byron, 2008; Suler, 2004; 

Friedman & Currall, 2003), it is difficult to predict how these differences will 

impact judgment-driven behavior such as turnover and service quality.  Because no 

work has been done to examine judgment-driven behavior specifically in an online 

context, the following research questions are proposed.  

Research Question 6a: What is the nature of judgment-driven behavior experienced 

by employees who communicate with customers online?  

Research Question 6b: How does the judgment-driven behavior (e.g., turnover) of 

employees who communicate with customers online compare to that of employees 

in other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

Affective Events Theory is a widely cited theory that has been utilized and 

tested across many studies (Weiss & Beal, 2005). Although, Weiss and Beal (2005) 

suggest that AET was not meant to be a roadmap in guiding emotions research, 

they do contend that relationships within the model are testable. To date, however, 

most studies have been in more “traditional” customer service settings such as face-

to-face settings (e.g., Carlson et al., 2011) or call centers (e.g., Wegge et al., 2006).  

To the author’s knowledge, AET has not been tested using a sample of individuals 

that communicate online. Although the research questions above examine 

differences in each variable within the AET model to determine what happens 

online (e.g., what is the nature of judgment-driven behavior in an online setting), 

relationships among the variables have not been discussed. Wegge and colleagues 
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(2006) as well as many others have supported the relationships among the variables 

suggested in AET. However, there are two possibilities regarding the AET model 

in an online context. First, context could have direct and indirect effects on each 

variable within the AET model. The research questions proposed above are based 

on this assumption. On the other hand, it is also possible that context could 

moderate the strength or direction of the relationships between variables in the 

AET model. Study 2 allowed for an exploration of this idea by collecting data from 

service employees across face-to-face, voice-to-voice, and online settings. The 

research approach is explained in more detail below. 

Research Approach 

 

Thus far, research questions have been proposed regarding (a) the nature of 

the AET constructs in an online context and (b) whether there are differences 

between these variables between the online context and more traditional customer 

service contexts. Study 1 was designed to collect rich, qualitative data on the nature 

of the AET constructs in a CMC setting in order to answer part “a” of the research 

questions proposed above.  After Study 1, a more specific theoretical model was 

developed, based partially in AET but also incorporating the findings of Study 1. 

That theoretical model contained specific hypotheses regarding the variables to be 

tested in Study 2. For example, because Study 1 revealed that individuals 

communicating online have access to a wider variety of emotion regulation 

strategies, it was anticipated that these strategies would decrease the likelihood of 
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engaging in customer focused CWB’s; therefore, strategies and CWB’s were 

compared across contexts in Study 2. Thus, Study 1 served as a theory-building, 

qualitative study of employees who conduct customer service in the CMC context, 

and Study 2 was a quantitative comparison of employees across customer service 

contexts (face-to-face, voice-to-voice, and CMC) that tested hypotheses derived 

from Study 1.   

Study 1 Method 

Participants 

69 customer service representatives were recruited from a webhosting 

company based in the southeast. These employees work primarily in a computer-

mediated environment, specifically working with customers via email and instant 

messaging. Participants were all at least 18 years old. All participation was 

voluntary, and responses were kept anonymous. Participants were acquired with 

encouragement from upper management within the company. Specifically, the 

researcher spoke at a company Open Forum put on by management to ask for 

participation in the study. Additionally, management sent out daily reminder emails 

to employees. Participants filled out the survey during their work shifts.  

Additionally, participants were each given a $10 gift card for participating in the 

study. The gender makeup of the sample was 83% male. Most of the participants 

were Caucasian (74%); 9% were Asian; 6% were Black; the remaining 12% of 

participants chose ‘other’ for the race item. The majority of participants (74%) 

were not Hispanic or Latino. There was a wide range of age for the participants: 



43 
 

 
 

22% were 18 – 24 years old; 64% were 25 – 34 years old; 13% were 35 – 44 years 

old; and 1% were 45 – 44 years old. Participants also answered a question on 

tenure. Thirteen percent indicated they have worked at the company for less than a 

year; 26% for 1 – 2 years; 17% for 2 – 3 years; 17% for 3 – 4 years; and 26% for 5 

or more years. Finally, 70% of participants were in a non-supervisory role; 14% 

were in a supervisor role; and 16% were in management.  

Procedure 

To ensure that the questions posed in Study 1 were tapping into the 

dimensions they were supposed to, a pilot study was conducted. The pilot study 

was conducted using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) website. Fifty-four 

participants completed the questionnaire. All indicated that they were over the age 

of 18, from the United States, and worked in an online customer service 

environment. Participant responses were consistent with the type of information the 

questions were meant to extract, and the results led to only a few minor changes in 

the items prior to Study 1. The finalized survey items are available in the 

Appendix. 

The Study 1 survey was administered via a web-based software program 

called Qualtrics. Qualtrics is a tool that captures and maintains survey data. 

Participants were able to access the survey by clicking on a hyperlink to the survey 

provided to management by the researcher. This link could be accessed on one of 

ten training laptops that were set up in the company’s conference room.  

Participants were asked to assign a percentage of time that they communicate with 
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customers in each context (instant messaging, email, or telephone). The average 

amount of time spent communicating via email was 69%; whereas, the average 

amount of time spent communicating via instant messenger and telephone were 

17% and 11% respectively. Participants were first given a measure of work-related 

emotions (the JAWS; Van Katwyk et al., 2000) in order to assess affective 

reactions to their jobs. Next, participants answered a series of open-ended questions 

following the critical incident technique for service research (Gremler, 2004). 

These questions, described in more detail below, asked about affective events, 

emotion regulation strategies, contributors to job attitudes, affect-driven behavior, 

and judgment-driven behavior. Participants ended the survey by filling out the 

demographic questions.  

Measures 

 Demographic information. Demographic information was collected from all 

participants. This information included: race, ethnicity, gender, age, organizational 

tenure, and position level.   

Affective Reactions. Participants were asked to indicate what type of 

emotions they felt when dealing with customers over the past 30 days by filling out 

the Job Related Affective Wellbeing Measure (JAWS) (Van Katwyk et al., 2000). 

The JAWS is a five-point frequency scale (from never to extremely often or 

always) with example items like “my job made me feel at ease” and “my job made 

me feel annoyed”. The JAWS can be scored in three ways, 1) the overall scale, all 

30 items can be summed, 2) the positive and negative items can be summed to 



45 
 

 
 

create positive and negative subscales, 3) four subscales can be broken down to 

account for both valence and arousal. Because this study is interested in both 

valence and arousal, the four subscales were used.  The Reliability for the overall 

scale was adequate  = .92. Reliability for all subscales was adequate (High 

Pleasantness High Arousal (HPHA)  = .88; High Pleasantness Low Arousal 

(HPLA)  = .83; High Pleasantness Low Arousal (LPHA)  = .76; High 

Pleasantness Low Arousal (LPLA)  = .79). 

Affective Events. Affective events were measured with an open-ended 

question that asked participants to think about a time in the last thirty days when 

they felt frustrated, angry or annoyed with a customer and then describe what 

happened to elicit the emotion.  

Emotion Regulation Strategies. After the affective event question, 

participants were asked a follow-up question that asked them to indicate how they 

managed/handled their emotions.  

Affect-Driven Behavior. Following the strategy question, participants were 

asked to describe their behavior after they felt the emotion. [“How did your 

frustration, anger, or annoyance affect your behavior? (What did you do/not do 

because of your feelings?).”] 

Contributors to Job Attitudes. Two questions asked participants to indicate 

what they like best about their jobs and what they like least about their jobs in order 

to assess the job and/or work environment characteristics that drive their attitudes. 



46 
 

 
 

An additional question asked participants if they have ever had a face-to-face 

customer service job. If they answered “yes” to this question, they were presented 

with another two questions that asks what they like better about the computer-

mediated environment and what aspects of their job they think are worse in the 

computer-mediated environment.  

Judgment-driven behavior. Judgment-driven behavior was measured with 

one open-ended question that asked participants “Please give an example of how 

your behavior has been impacted by your feelings toward the job. For example, 

have your positive or negative attitudes toward the job impacted your 

effort/attendance/performance/behavior toward coworkers? Please give at least one 

specific example.” 

Study 1 Analytic Strategy 

Descriptive statistics were run on the demographic questions in order to 

describe the demographic composition of the sample. Content analysis was 

performed on the open-ended question responses to extract themes. This content 

analysis utilized the procedures commonly used in content analyses (e.g., 

Dasborough, 2006; Keenan & Newton, 1985; Narayanan et al., 1999). Prior to 

coding, the main researcher reviewed the pilot data to create an initial coding 

scheme based on (a) an existing taxonomy of emotion regulation strategies (Gross, 

1998) and (b) emergent themes in the responses to each item.  Two research 

assistants (first-year graduate students in industrial-organizational psychology) 

were then trained as coders using the initial coding scheme, and they practiced 
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coding using the pilot study data. Discrepancies were identified and the main 

researcher amended some of the category definitions so that the coders could more 

reliably apply the coding scheme. 

After the Study 1 data was collected, the main researcher first read through 

all the responses and made necessary changes to the initial coding scheme. The 

final coding scheme can be found in Tables 1-8. Once the coding scheme was 

established, the two coders that worked on the pilot study coded the Study 1 

responses in order to quantify the frequency with which certain themes were 

mentioned. Because the agreement between the two coders was initially low (51%), 

the main researcher met with the two coders to train them further on the coding 

scheme and resolve any misunderstandings of the coding scheme. The two coders 

then independently re-analyzed all the responses on which they had initially 

disagreed, and agreement increased to 68%.  Next, the main researcher resolved 

any remaining discrepancies between the two coders. Table 1 through Table 9 

include the definitions used by the coders as well as the frequencies that each theme 

was mentioned. Additionally, for the emotion regulation strategies question, the 

main researcher coded comments into those that are most likely to happen in an 

online context (e.g., “I typed out what I really wanted to say to the client in a note 

pad area and then erased it.”). Participant responses frequently touched on multiple 

themes and were therefore assigned more than one code.  
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Study 1 Results 

Research question 1a asked what affective events online customer service 

employees typically experience. Results indicate that the most commonly 

experienced affective event was the “inability of the customer to work toward a 

solution” (n = 19; 28%). This refers to an employee’s perception that a customer 

refuses to follow directions or is unable in some way to work with the employee to 

find a solution to their problem. An example comment from this category is: 

A client was blatantly ignoring our emails in regards to solving a problem. They 

would state the issue, we would provide a step by step solution to resolve it, but the 

client would spam us back saying it’s still not working while evidence had shown 

they never tried our solution.  

The next most commonly experienced event was “rudeness from the customer” (n 

= 18; 26%), which refers to customers yelling, swearing, or saying/typing rude or 

obnoxious comments to the employee or making unreasonable demands of the 

employee. An example comment is “Clients that insist that we are attempting to 

injure them financially or personally and become arrogant, belittling or 

condescending towards myself and other technicians frustrates me greatly.”  The 

third most commonly experienced affective event was “communication issues” (n = 

15; 22%). This refers to employee difficulties with getting their points across as 

well as understanding what the customer wants or the customer not understanding 

what the employee is trying to communicate. For example, one participant said 

“This is a daily occurrence, and is brought on by any one or combination of the 

following: Clients ignoring what I am telling them to help solve their issue. Clients 
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not responding for 10-15 minutes, causing delays in other work being done. Clients 

insisting they are right, when the original cause of their issue was their own 

incompetence.” The fourth most experienced event was “blame” (n = 12; 17%). 

This refers to a customer blaming an employee for their problem. An example 

comment is “…the client blamed us for their failures to maintain an adequate 

environment for their business…” The next most experienced affective event was 

“customers wasting employee’s time” (n = 11; 16%). This category refers to 

employees’ perceptions that the customers are not utilizing their time well. An 

example of this is “I recently felt frustrated when a client chatted in for effectively 

no reason, which made me feel like my time was being wasted addressing 

something that was not an issue instead of spending that time on something I 

consider meaningful.” “Manipulation” (n = 9; 13%) was the sixth most cited event. 

Manipulation refers to a customer lying or deliberately trying to manipulate the 

employee.  An example comment from this category is “There was one customer 

that was very clearly trying to "game the system" to get us to do work for free that 

we should not be doing. I dislike people who are disingenuous.” Finally, “no 

control” (n = 9; 13%) was cited as an affective event experience often. It refers to a 

customer wanting something the employee couldn’t do (e.g., outside of the 

company policy). An example of this is “One situation in particular occurred where 

a client was demanding answers to questions my department cannot provide. The 

feeling of being trapped between a client and another department who does not take 

calls or chats can be very overwhelming.” Categories, definitions and frequencies 
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can be seen in table 1. Percentages may exceed 100% because comments can fall 

within multiple themes.  
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Table 1. Study 1 Affective Event Description 

Category Definition Example Quotes n % 

Inability of 

customer to 

work toward 

solution 

Refers to an 

employee’s 

perception that a 

customer refuses 

to follow 

directions or is 

unable in some 

way to work with 

the employee to 

find a solution to 

their problem. 

“This is a daily occurrence, and 

is brought on by any one or 

combination of the following: 

Clients ignoring what I am 

telling them to help solve their 

issue...” 

Them not listening or 

accepting an answer. It's more 

of why come for 'expert help' if 

you won't accept the answer in 

the end. Most of these 

situations end up in un-needed 

hostility or arguing.” 

19 28% 

Rudeness 

Refers to 

customers yelling, 

swearing, at or in 

general 

saying/typing rude 

or obnoxious 

comments to the 

employee or 

demanding 

something from 

the employee. 

“After explaining how to do 

something several times to a 

client they began speaking with 

their caps-lock on, and making 

outrageous and unnecessary 

comments. It is sometimes 

frustrating when you are trying 

to help a client only to have 

them become angry.” 

“Clients that insist that we are 

attempting to injure them 

financially or personally and 

become arrogant, belittling or 

condescending towards myself 

and other technicians frustrates 

me greatly.” 

18 26% 

Communication 

issues 

Refers to the 

difficulty in 

getting your own 

point across as 

well as 

understanding 

what the other 

person wants or 

the other person 

not understanding 

what you are 

trying to say. 

“Customer did not believe a 

situation as explained to them, 

so they asked for pictures to 

prove it.” 

“…Clients not responding for 

10-15 minutes, causing delays 

in other work being done…” 

15 22% 

Blame Refers to a “I was annoyed by a client 12 17% 
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customer blaming 

an employee for 

the problem. 

being unusually rude regarding 

an issue I could not do 

anything about, yet insisting 

their problem was my fault.” 

“…I found this frustrating 

because the client blamed us 

for their failures to maintain an 

adequate environment for their 

business, and the client did not 

trust our recommendations as 

professionals.” 

Customer 

wasting 

employees time 

Refers to the 

employee’s 

perception that a 

customer is using 

their time with no 

purpose. 

“…It was annoying mostly due 

to how time consuming this 

client was being when I had 

several other clients that 

needed attention.” 

“…I told him we'd update him 

via ticket but he kept me on the 

chat for 20 more minutes for 

no reason which was really 

annoying.” 

11 16% 

Manipulation 

Refers to a 

customer lying or 

deliberately trying 

to manipulate the 

employee. 

“When an un-managed client 

was being unreasonable and 

pushy attempting to use a sense 

of urgency to avoid paying for 

our un-managed support.” 

“…but it sickens me that this 

client did this for no reason 

other than to have a late fee 

removed.” 

9 13% 

No control 

Refers to a 

customer wanting 

something 

employee couldn't 

do. Could be 

outside of the 

company's 

policies. 

“The cause for my feelings of 

frustration was the 

unreasonable and uneducated 

demands made by the customer 

and the fact that I did not have 

the ability to deny such 

unreasonable demands made 

me frustrated.” 

“…A part of the shift entails 

dealing with clients who have 

'urgent' requests that could only 

be acquiesced by another 

department ( that is of course 

closed ) and you literally 

9 13% 
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cannot do anything within your 

power, 'but create a ticket'…” 

 

The second research question (2a) asked participants what emotion 

regulation strategies customer service employees use to regulate their emotions 

when communicating with customers online.  Gross’s (1998) five strategies (i.e., 

response modulation, attentional deployment, situation modification, cognitive 

change, and situation selection) were examined as themes. However, one additional 

theme, “venting,” was identified that did not fit within Gross’s (1998) model. 

Venting refers to letting out emotions to someone or something; this could mean 

talking about it or writing it down.   Results suggest that the most commonly used 

strategy is response modulation (n = 22; 32%). An example comment that falls into 

the response modulation theme is “Bottle them up and push them deep inside.” The 

second most mentioned regulation strategy was venting (n = 18; 26%). An example 

of venting is “When I experience negative emotions, I vent to my coworkers. From 

an outside perspective, that is an obnoxious thing to do. However, we all vent to 

each other so just us venting can be a source of relief and bonding.” Attentional 

deployment was the third most mentioned strategy (n = 17; 25%). An example of 

attentional deployment is “I simply took a break from dealing with that client and 

moved on to more relaxing issues. Once I came back to the ticket, I was able to 

deal with it properly.” The fourth strategy used was situation modification (n = 16; 

23%). “By swallowing my pride and feelings, and simply working towards the 

resolution to the issue,” was an example of situation modification. Cognitive 
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change was the fifth most mentioned strategy (n = 10; 14%). An example of 

cognitive change is “I recalled that the client is simply human and is simply acting 

out of stress.” Finally, situation selection was only mentioned one time (n = 1; 1%; 

“We rotated the client around so no single employee had to feel the full weight of 

the issue…”). However, because it falls into Gross’s five emotion regulation 

strategies it was categorized. Categories and definitions for all themes can be found 

in table 2. In addition to coding each strategy into a theme, some comments were 

coded into a subtheme “likely unique to the online setting.” Twenty-seven 

comments total were identified as comments that were much more likely to happen 

in an online environment than in traditional service environments. An example 

comment from this theme is “I typed out what I really wanted to say in a note pad 

area and then erased it…” These results can be found in table 3.  
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Table 2: Study 1 Emotion Regulation Strategy Description 

Category Definition Example Quotes n %  

Response 

modulation 

Faking unfelt 

emotion and 

concealing felt 

emotions 

“They [emotions] usually are 

held in until the end of shift or 

the week and then everything 

has to be decompressed at 

home. Alcohol helps.” 

“…Within work, I'm 

professional enough to put on 

a fake face and a smile as to 

not cause any tension between 

myself and colleagues or 

myself and management.” 

22 32% 

Venting  Letting out emotions 

to someone or 

something. Could 

mean talking about it 

or writing it down.  

“I vented to my coworkers 

who often experience the 

same feelings.” 

“I believe in this case I vented 

to my peers about the client's 

behavior, or muttered to 

myself about it.” 

18 26% 

Situation 

modification  

Changing the 

situation so as to 

alter its emotional 

impact on oneself 

(e.g., solving a 

problem so as to not 

have to deal with it 

anymore). 

“Took the pictures and made a 

video to document the 

explanation…” 

“I always look for options and 

equally beneficial solutions 

for both sides. It's easier to fix 

an issue than to stay 

mad/frustrated/annoyed.” 

17 25% 

Attentional 

deployment 

Focusing one’s 

attention away from 

the emotion-

provoking event or 

target by using 

techniques such as 

distraction (i.e., 

turning attention 

away from a 

situation), 

concentration (i.e., 

becoming absorbed 

in a different 

activity), or positive 

refocus (i.e., doing 

something 

“…I will do some self-

reflection, write down my 

thoughts to make sure they are 

clear and then usually take a 

short walk to get fresh air and 

clear my mind.” 

“I usually watch friends or 

play Rocket League in the 

breakroom on my break to 

take the edge off if I am 

anything but positive towards 

my shift duties.” 

16 23% 
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enjoyable). 

Cognitive 

change 

Strategies focus on 

reappraising or 

reinterpreting 

situations so as to 

modify their 

subjective meaning, 

thereby altering the 

emotional impact of 

the situation on the 

person. 

“We laugh a lot, all too often 

at a client's expense.” 

“Maintaining a calm 

demeanor (at least externally) 

and staying firm with the 

facts, while trying to 

empathize with the client's 

perspective.” 

10 14% 

Situation 

selection 

Choosing to 

approach or avoid 

certain stimuli (e.g., 

avoid person that is 

upsetting you) 

 “We rotated the client around 

so no single employee had to 

feel the full weight of the 

issue. We could try and talk 

sense into the client, but after 

our reply, we could focus on 

something else. When he 

returned, the next employee 

would communicate with 

him.” 

1 1% 

Table 3: Study 1 Emotion Regulation Strategy More Likely to Happen in a 

Computer-mediated Environment 

Category Definition Example Quotes n %   

Response 

modulation 

Faking unfelt emotion 

and concealing felt 

emotions 

“I kept my typing polite level 

and calm. I do not need to 

show those emotions via 

email...” 

4 6% 

Venting  Letting out emotions to 

someone or something. 

Could mean talking 

about it or writing it 

down.  

“I typed out what I really 

wanted to say to the client in a 

note pad area and then erased 

it. I did this in a note pad so 

that there was no chance of 

accidentally sending the rude 

reply to the client. I then typed 

out a professional reply to the 

client and sent it off.” 

11 16% 

Situation 

modification  

Changing the situation 

so as to alter its 

emotional impact on 

oneself (e.g., solving a 

problem so as to not 

have to deal with it 

anymore). 

“I took over replying to this 

ticket from the technician that 

had been handling it. I was 

frustrated that the client was 

repeatedly ignoring our 

advice, but wanted to try and 

facilitate a transition from the 

6 9% 
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adversarial way they were 

positioning themselves. I tried 

to frame my reply in terms 

that acknowledged the 

importance of their business, 

and our commitment to 

providing them with the 

excellent support they 

expected, but that in order to 

bring those two goals in line 

with one another we needed 

them to seriously consider 

upgrading.” 

Attentional 

deployment 

Focusing one’s 

attention away from 

the emotion-provoking 

event or target by using 

techniques such as 

distraction (i.e., turning 

attention away from a 

situation), 

concentration (i.e., 

becoming absorbed in 

a different activity), or 

positive refocus (i.e., 

doing something 

enjoyable). 

“I took deep breathes and 

drank my cup of water while 

the client repeated and 

demanded the license for free.  

I let him finish his reply and 

then I wrote mine.” 

12 17% 

Cognitive 

change 

Strategies focus on 

reappraising or 

reinterpreting 

situations so as to 

modify their subjective 

meaning, thereby 

altering the emotional 

impact of the situation 

on the person. 

“I think we all try to laugh 

about it: but yes, I curse the 

hell out when (especially the 

clients) frustrate me, but of 

course they don't know it! ;) 

My co-workers are great and 

understand. If they do not 

agree at least they provide 

advice or assistance.” 

 

1 1% 

Situation 

selection 

Choosing to approach 

or avoid certain stimuli 

(e.g., avoid person that 

is upsetting you) 

 “We rotated the client around 

so no single employee had to 

feel the full weight of the 

issue. We could try and talk 

sense into the client, but after 

our reply, we could focus on 

something else. When he 

1 1% 
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returned, the next employee 

would communicate with 

him.” 

 

Research question 3a asked “what is the nature of the affective reactions 

experienced by employees who communicate with customers online?” To answer 

this question, participants were given the JAWS. The scale consists of 4 subscales 

that were summed to create scores on HPHA (ecstatic, enthusiastic, excited, 

energetic, inspired), HPLA (satisfied, content, at east, relaxed, calm), LPHA 

(furious, angry, frightened, anxious, disgusted), and LPLA (depressed, discouraged, 

gloomy, fatigued, bored). For each subscale, high values represent high levels of 

the state. Mean levels of HPLA were highest (M = 14.87, SD = 3.79) followed by 

HPHA (M = 11.68, SD = 3.81), LPLA (M = 10.04, SD = 3.55), and LPHA (M = 

9.97, SD = 3.31). To determine if certain types of emotions were more frequent 

than others, a one-way repeated measured analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 

conducted. Results suggest that there was a significant difference between JAWS 

subscale scores, Wilks’ Lamda = .55, F(3, 66) = 18.05, p < .01, n2=.45. Six paired 

samples t-tests were used to make post hoc comparisons between the affect groups. 

A first paired samples t-test indicated that there was a significant difference 

between HPHA (M=11.68, SD = 3.82) and HPLA (M=14.87, SD = 3.80); t(68) = -

6.45, p < .01. A second paired samples t-test indicated that there was a significant 

difference between HPHA (M=11.68, SD = 3.82) and LPLA (M=9.97, SD = 3.31); 

t(68) = 2.72, p < .01. A third paired samples t-test indicated that there was a 

significant difference between HPHA (M=11.68, SD = 3.82) and LPLA (M=10.04, 
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SD = 3.55); t(68) = 2.37, p < .05. A fourth paired samples t-test indicated that there 

was a significant difference between HPHA (M=11.68, SD = 3.82) and LPHA 

(M=9.97, SD = 3.31); t(68) = 6.55, p < .01. A fifth paired samples t-test indicated 

that there was a significant difference between HPHA (M=14.87, SD = 3.79) and 

LPLA (M=10.04, SD = 3.55); t(68) = 6.31, p < .01. A sixth paired samples t-test 

indicated that there was not a significant difference between LPHA (M=9.97, SD = 

3.31) and LPLA (M=10.04, SD = 3.55); t(68) = -.27, p > .05. 

Research question 4a asked about the nature of the affect-driven behavior 

engaged in by employees who communicate with customers online. Results suggest 

that most commonly there is decreased performance after an affective event (n = 

25; 36%). For example, one participant wrote “Definitely causes me to stop caring 

about my work flow or how many tickets I am getting done…” The next most 

commonly stated result of an affect event was no change in behavior (n = 20; 29%). 

One comment read “It didn't. Customer ignorance is an issue we work with on a 

daily basis. If we got upset at every turn, we wouldn't be in business.” Participants 

also suggested that a negative affective event led them to modify the situation (n = 

11; 16%).  An example is “…I will do what I can to wrap up any existing projects 

that I am working on and shut things down and leave…” Employees also suggested 

that a negative affective event led to them being less friendly (n = 6; 9%) or that 

they talked to someone (n = 6; 9%). An example of reduced friendliness is “I could 

have probably been more personable or patient with the client and generally 

provided a higher level of service had I not been frustrated or annoyed with the 
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situation.” Additionally, an example of talking to someone is “My behavior was not 

affected too much, other than expressing my short term frustration when I brought 

it up to my supervisor.” Finally, employees suggested that a negative affective 

event led to them working hard to craft a good response (n = 5; 7%). For example, 

one employee wrote “…it probably made me more aware of the need to choose my 

words carefully and plan out my reply with mind to a particular purpose.” All 

categories, definitions and frequencies can be seen in table 4.  
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Table 4.  Study 1 Affect-driven Behavior Description 

Category Definition Example Quotes n % 

Decreased 

performance 

Refers to employees 

reporting that their 

performance 

decreases or they 

don't care/don't "try 

hard" or are unable to 

focus. 

“Generally speaking, any 

sort of anger or frustration 

toward my job leads to a 

certain mental 'checking out' 

that results in lost 

productivity.” 

“When am I frustrated 

because of a client's 

behavior, the only real 

impact will be more 

hesitance on my part to go 

above and beyond for them, 

and will tend to do only my 

due diligence instead.” 

25 36% 

No change in 

behavior 

Refers to no change 

in behavior. 

“I did everything as normal. 

It did not impede my work at 

all.” 

“I do my best to behave the 

same in all situations.” 

20 29% 

Situation 

modification  

Involves changing 

the situation so as to 

alter its emotional 

impact on oneself. 

“I did have to take a short 

walk outside to get some air 

and get my mind off it…” 

11 16% 

Made me less 

friendly 

Refers to the 

employee generally 

keeping to 

themselves more or 

reporting their 

interactions are not as 

nice.  

“If am I any of the above it 

will cause me to be short 

with people but I try my 

hardest not to let emotions 

ruin my shift.” 

“I could have probably been 

more personable or patient 

with the client and generally 

provided a higher level of 

service had I not been 

frustrated or annoyed with 

the situation.” 

6 9% 

Talked to 

someone 

Refers to speaking 

with someone about 

the situation. 

“The only affect this had was 

that I vented to my 

coworkers, I still proceeded 

to handle the client as per 

company policy.” 

“I complained to my peers 

quite a bit…” 

6 9% 
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Worked hard 

to craft a good 

response 

Refers to employees 

thinking a great deal 

about a response 

before typing it.  

“It made me be more 

deliberate in my response to 

the client. After thinking 

about the client’s behavior 

and my frustration with it, 

giving my self-pause, I took 

more time to be clear and 

articulate in my responses to 

the client. I also took more 

time to proof read my 

response multiple times to 

ensure professionalism” 

5 7% 

 

Research Question 5a asked what factors influence the work attitudes (e.g., 

job satisfaction, burnout) of employees who communicate with customers online? 

Four different survey items were used to answer this question. First, participants 

were asked to describe what they like best about their job. Second, they were asked 

what they like least about their job. Third, they were asked to describe what is 

better about working in a computer-mediated environment. Fourth, they were asked 

what is worse about working in a computer-mediated environment.  

There are four things that participants mentioned when answering what they 

liked best about their job. “Solutions,” which refers to helping people or solving 

their problems, was the most frequently cited response (n=33; 48%). An example 

of solutions is, “I like solving complicated problems and finding easier/simpler 

solutions for issues.” The next most cited response was “people” (n = 26; 38%), 

which refers to the employees indicating that they like working with their 

coworkers, managers or clients. An example comment from the people theme is “I 

enjoy the people that I work with.” “Learning” was the third most mentioned theme 
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(n = 22; 32%). Learning refers to the opportunity employees feel they have to learn 

on the job. One person said “I like being able to constantly learn new things and 

test and advance my technical skills and abilities.” “Environment” was the fourth 

most mentioned theme (n = 17; 25%) and refers to the perception that the 

atmosphere is a laid back environment. Employees feel they have the freedom to 

solve problems how they see fit. An example environment comment is “…It's a laid 

back environment, even though everyone works hard and clients are sometimes a 

pain to deal with.”  All categories, definitions and frequencies can be seen in table 

5.  
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Table 5. Study 1 Contributors to Job Attitudes: what do you like best about your 

job? 

Category Definition Example Quotes n % 

Solutions 

Refers to helping 

people or solving 

their problems. 

“…The ability to review 

and solve complex issues 

within an active dedicated 

or shared environment…” 

“I enjoy solving problems 

and being able to assist 

clients with their needs.” 

33 48% 

People 

Refers to the 

employees indicating 

that they like 

working with their 

coworkers, managers 

or clients. 

“The majority of people I 

work around are a pleasure 

to work with.” 

“The people that I get to 

interact with daily, whether 

that is customers or 

colleagues…” 

26 38% 

Learning 

Refers to the 

opportunity 

employees feel they 

have to learn on the 

job. 

“I like being able to learn 

about new things every day 

while working…” 

“The thing I like most 

about my job is learning. 

Every day there is 

something new to focus on 

and it is enlightening.” 

22 32% 

Environment 

Refers to the 

perception that the 

atmosphere is a laid 

back environment. 

Employees feel they 

have the freedom to 

solve problems how 

they see fit. 

“The freedom I have to 

work on projects and insert 

my creativity in them.  

Also, the relaxed 

atmosphere of the office.” 

“…I like the laid back 

atmosphere from time to 

time and the fact that we 

can be real with clients by 

not following scripts or 

sounding like robots.” 

17 25% 

 

When asked what employees liked least about their job, they wrote about 

“pay” (n = 20; 29%), “management” (n = 19; 28%), “difficult clients” (n = 18; 

26%), “workload/resources” (n = 15; 22%), “lack of control” (n = 11; 16%), 
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“communication issues” (n = 7; 10%), “opportunity for growth (n = 6; 9%), and 

“ergonomics” (n = 3; 4%). Pay refers to employee’s perception that pay is low. One 

participant wrote “I want to make this job my career if at all possible, and the 

amount of money I'm making isn't enough to support myself, unless I live with a 

ton of other roommates.” Difficult clients refers to customers being difficult in 

general (e.g., rude, demanding, condescending, or helpless etc.). An example from 

this theme is “Angry clients and the stress that comes from dealing with them 

occasionally…” Management refers to employee perceptions of poor management 

or a reference to the actual management team. An example of a management 

comment is “What I like least is that I barely get recognition for the work I do, 

almost to the point where I feel invisible to upper management.” Workload refers 

to employees’ perception that their workload is high and/or their resources are low. 

One person wrote “I wish we had more staff. At times, I feel the workload is too 

much for the staff on shift at the time…” 

 Lack of control is the notion that customers have all the control and company 

policies don't support their requests. An example of lack of control is, “Sometimes, 

it's also frustrating when my department has to deal with policy changes that clients 

are not necessarily happy with and they come to us to complain…”  

Communication issues refer to communication issues between management, 

departments, and coworkers or clients. In regards to communication issues, one 

person wrote “…Fractured departments and communication between them…” 

Some employees like least their opportunity for growth; which refers to the 
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perception that there is no opportunity for advancement or promotion. An example 

of this is “I feel that because the company is so tight-knit and the management are 

all friends and company lifers, there is very little opportunity for advancement for 

someone coming in from the outside unless they've been here for 5 years or more.” 

Finally, ergonomics refers to the physical environment (e.g., chairs). Although, this 

theme was only mentioned three times, it is worth noting here as it seems it could 

be specific to those who work in a setting primarily with computers. One person 

wrote “The only thing bad about my job is the fact that I sit all day.” All categories, 

definitions and frequencies can be seen in table 6.  
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Table 6. Study 1 Contributors to Job Attitudes: what do you like least about your 

job? 

Category Definition Example Quotes n % 

Pay 

Refers to 

employee’s 

perception that 

pay is low.  

“The pay is far below market 

value for the workload and 

overwhelming responsibilities 

that come with the job.” 

“While I understand the 

company hires students to gain 

experience, the pay is not even 

close to competitive. A full time 

employee with a STEM degree 

should not make less than 

teachers, a career field known to 

be underpaid.” 

20 
29

% 

Management 

Refers to 

employee 

perceptions of 

poor management 

or a reference to 

the actual 

management 

team. 

“What I like least is that I barely 

get recognition for the work I do, 

almost to the point where I feel 

invisible to upper management.” 

19 
28

% 

Difficult 

clients 

Refers to 

customers being 

difficult in 

general (e.g., 

rude, demanding, 

condescending, or 

helpless etc.) 

“I don't like interacting with 

clients who are not 

understanding and who are 

disrespectful to our team.” 

“Angry clients and the stress that 

comes from dealing with them 

occasionally. Mainly I stress 

myself out because I worry 

about whether I'm performing 

well enough, as I just want to do 

a good job.” 

18 
26

% 

Workload/res

ources 

Refers to 

employee’s 

perception that 

their workload is 

high and/or their 

resources are low. 

“Workload/backlogged with 

projects (so many it seems 

impossible to see a light at the 

end of the tunnel) along with 

being "on call" 4/7 days a week.” 

“I don't like the workload we are 

under. While individual issues 

may not be too difficult in any 

given night, the number of issues 

we need to crank through with 

15 
22

% 
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the minimal staffing we have is 

discouraging and does have an 

effect on company morale. Not 

to mention the amount of Live 

chat or phone support our techs 

need to handle prevents us from 

making progress in a ticket 

queue.” 

Lack of 

control 

Customers have 

all the control and 

company policies 

don't support their 

requests. 

“…Anytime I feel powerless to 

effect change or make progress 

on something…” 

“…Company policies can make 

Technicians, and any employees 

in general, feel powerless…” 

11 
16

% 

Communicati

on issues 

Refers to 

communication 

issues between 

management, 

departments, and 

coworkers or 

clients. 

“Lack of communication 

sometimes between 

departments.” 

“…Extraordinarily poor 

communication from "Executive 

Core Management"…” 

7 
10

% 

Opportunity 

for growth 

Refers to the 

perception that 

there is no 

opportunity for 

advancement or 

promotion. 

“…Unknown goals for moving 

upwards (i.e. promotions).” 

“I feel that because the company 

is so tight-knit and the 

management are all friends and 

company lifers, there is very 

little opportunity for 

advancement for someone 

coming in from the outside 

unless they've been here for 5 

years or more.” 

6 9% 

Ergonomics 

Refers to the 

physical 

environment (e.g., 

chairs). 

“The chairs.... My goodness, 

those things are so worn out it 

hurts my back. I'm almost fed up 

to the point where I going to 

bring my own chair in. That is 

how bad they are. The center of 

the chair is caved and it makes 

your back just hurt and it 

promotes you to sit improperly. 

This is distracting when I have to 

slouch in my chair in order to 

feel more comfortable.” 

3 4% 
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Sixty-five out of the 69 participants in the study said they had worked in 

both a computer-mediated environment as well as a face-to-face environment. 

When asked about what is better about working in a computer-mediated 

environment rather than face-to-face, the majority of participants said “time” (n = 

41; 63%), which refers to the notion that people have more time to think/prepare a 

response when communicating on a computer. One example of time reads “In a 

computer-mediated environment, you have time to review your words to insure 

they properly convey the message you want to present.” Twenty-nine percent of 

individuals (n = 19) said that they liked that they don’t have to monitor their own 

facial expressions. An example of this theme is “Typically with computers, it is 

easier to say the right things and not have to worry about micro-expressions and 

body language giving away your true feelings.” Twenty-six percent (n = 17) said 

that they like not having to be in the physical presence of their clients. For example, 

“Humans are unpredictable, so not having them in front of me is a great relief. . . I 

am overall just far more comfortable interacting with people through the 

computer.” Seventeen percent (n = 11) of participants said they think that in a 

computer-mediated environment it is easier to solve problems. An example of this 

is, “I am better able to assist multiple clients with their issues at a single time and I 

am better able to investigate issues without someone awaiting an immediate 

response.” Leaving, which refers to employees suggesting they can just walk 

away/hang up to leave a customer behind if they need to, was the next most cited 
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advantage to working in a computer-mediated environment (n = 7; 11%). One 

person wrote, “It is much simpler to simply walk away from them in a computer-

mediated environment.” Nine percent (n = 6) of participants suggested that being 

able to multitask is a benefit of working in a computer-mediated environment. For 

example, “I like being able to work with multiple clients simultaneously. It's much 

more efficient to ticket hop instead of getting clients in and out of the office.” 

Finally, five participants (8%) suggested that having information automatically 

documented is something they like better about the computer-mediated 

environment. An example of this is, “…I also like being able to have what was said 

documented, and the ability to present this back to the other party.” All categories, 

definitions and frequencies can be seen in table 7.  
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Table 7. Study 1 Contributors to Job Attitudes: please list the things you like better 

about working in a computer-mediated environment (as compared to face-to-face) 

Category Definition Example Quotes n % 

Time 

Refers to the 

notion that people 

have more time to 

think/prepare a 

response when 

communicating on 

a computer. 

“I can think through my 

answers and formulate a 

detailed reply. It gives me 

time to gather all of the 

information I need before I 

reply.” 

41 63% 

Don’t monitor 

own facial 

expressions 

Refers to the 

notion that in a 

computer-

mediated 

environment 

people don't have 

to monitor their 

own facial 

expressions when 

interacting with 

people. 

“I like that I can hide my 

emotions while still 

expressing them as the client 

is not in the room with me.” 

“When a client starts to piss 

you off, you can vent and 

rage, and they can't see or 

hear you so it's easier to be 

civil to someone over text 

than actually face to face.” 

19 29% 

Physical 

presence 

Refers to 

employees 

suggesting that 

they don't like 

being in the 

physical presence 

of customers that 

might intimidate 

or yell at them. 

“To not have the client in 

front of you, which can lead 

to physical altercations at 

times.” 

“I enjoy not actually having 

to see a client in person, as 

sometimes you can be judged 

upon your appearance when 

dealing with clients face to 

face.” 

17 26% 

Easier to solve 

problems 

Refers to the 

notion that it’s 

easier to solve 

problems in a 

computer-

mediated 

environment and 

that it’s more 

efficient than face 

to face 

environment. 

“I can discuss issues brought 

up by the client with my 

coworkers before replying, 

allowing for a more hive 

minded, intelligent, and well 

rounded answer...” 

“It's easier to convey 

technical information…” 

11 17% 

Leaving 
Refers to 

employees 

“I can always turn away and 

take a minute to regain my 

7 11% 
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suggesting they 

can just walk 

away/hang up to 

leave a customer 

behind if they need 

to. 

composure or think about my 

reply in a more sound state of 

mind…” 

“I send an e-mail and forget 

about it. It lets me walk away 

and think of a reply rather 

than trying to improve one in 

real time…” 

Multitask 

Employees suggest 

it is easier to 

multitask on a 

computer than 

working in face to 

face environment. 

“You can work with people 

behind the scenes when 

dealing with a client.” 

“I am better able to assist 

multiple clients with their 

issues at a single time…” 

6 9% 

Document 
Provides proof of 

conversation. 

“…It's easier to document 

what and why things were 

done I can call a stupid 

request as such without risk.” 

“…there's a record of what 

you've said and done, which 

can be terrifying if you are a 

bad customer service 

professional, but for an 

excellent professional, it 

allows you to prove that you 

acted correctly if questioned 

by either the customer or 

management…” 

5 8% 

 

 When asked what is worse in a computer-mediated environment, 

participants stated there are more communication issues (n = 22; 34%). For 

instance, one comment said “The fact that it can be more difficult to explain things 

to ignorant people online. I feel people online are less likely to fully comprehend 

the message, rather they simply skim. Additionally, since there are no facial 

reactions it can be difficult to tell how "lost" the client really is on the topic at 

hand.” Participants also suggested that it is hard to read others emotions (n =19; 
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29%). One specific example of this is “You can't see the persons reaction to know 

if they understood what you are telling them or if they we're angered or elated by 

the conversation.” Participants also complained that things take more time in a 

computer-mediated environment (n = 16; 25%). One person wrote, “Sometimes the 

time it takes to get an answer is longer, which delays progress.” Customers being 

ruder in the online environment was also cited frequently (n = 15; 23%). One 

example comment from this theme is “Customer's tend to say whatever they feel, 

which can often be ridiculous for the situation. Internet tough guy syndrome I 

guess. I find phone calls usually tone down the attitude if present.” Twenty-two 

percent of participants (n = 14) suggested it is harder to convey your own emotions 

in the online environment. For example, “It's more difficult to communicate 

empathy, understanding and build a rapport…” Having to sit all day (n = 4; 6%) 

was the final theme mentioned by participants. One person wrote, “I don't enjoy 

sitting at a desk all day, hurts my back and neck.” Categories, definitions and 

frequencies can be seen in table 8.  
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Table 8. Study 1 Contributors to Job Attitudes: please list the things that are worse 

about working in a computer-mediated environment (as compared to face-to-face) 

Category Definition Example Quotes n % 

Communication 

issues  

Refers to things 

such as having 

difficulty typing 

communicating 

via text. 

Specifically, 

customers do not 

understand or 

it’s harder to 

convey technical 

information. 

“Miscommunication missed 

nonverbal cues lacking tone of 

voice reading something 

incorrectly/taking it the wrong 

way.” 

“Working with clients via a 

computer proxy loses context 

and sometimes leads to more 

confusion as a result…” 

22 34% 

Can't read 

others emotions 

Refers to the 

notion that in a 

computer 

environment you 

can't physically 

see people’s 

emotional 

reactions (i.e., 

face, vocal 

inflections etc.) 

“Sometimes, you can't hear the 

emotion when you are simply 

communicating 

electronically…” 

“I cannot read someone's 

emotions, facial expressions, or 

body language in a computer-

mediated environment. This can 

cause misinterpretations and 

slower exchanges of 

information. Face-to-face 

interactions can often resolve 

small issues quicker due to 

being able to exchange small 

bits of information back and 

forth very quickly.” 

19 29% 

Things take 

more time 

Refers to the 

idea that 

communication 

or solving 

problems takes 

more time in the 

computer 

environment 

than in face to 

face. 

“Time delay.” 

“Sometimes you have to wait a 

long time for an answer.” 

16 25% 

Rudeness Refers to the 

notion that 

customers are 

more rude in an 

“One of the major things that I 

think is worse when dealing 

with online consumers is they 

treat you worse than I think 

15 23% 
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online 

environment 

than they are in 

a face to face 

environment 

they would if they were face to 

face.  Just how online bullies 

are normally worse than 

"normal" bullies, I think online 

consumers are more pressing, 

diligent, etc, than if they were 

in an office or room with you.” 

“The thing that is worse is that 

when dealing with people 

through email and computers, 

people tend to have worse 

attitudes and manners and treat 

others poorly as its easier to 

write out harsh words to a 

faceless technician than to say 

it to a person’s face.” 

Harder to 

convey own 

emotions 

Refers to the 

notion that it’s 

harder to convey 

emotions 

without facial 

expressions or 

vocal cues. 

“…Also when responding to 

tickets, your tone of voice in 

the ticket and the way you 

present information can be 

misconstrued by the receiving 

customer. Sometimes they may 

feel that you have a rude tone 

when in all actuality you are 

simply explaining how to do 

something properly, but your 

intentions are misunderstood 

because you are not talking face 

to face.” 

14 22% 

Sitting  

Refers to the 

idea that 

employees are 

seated at 

computers all 

day. 

“I hate that I don’t get as much 

physical activity as did when I 

worked in a face to face 

environment. I’m always sitting 

and there are days when it’s 

almost impossible to even take 

a break depending on how 

much work we have.” 

4 6% 

 

Research Question 6a asked about the nature of judgment-driven behavior 

experienced by employees who communicate with customers online. The responses 

to this question suggested that participants interpreted it in varied ways. 
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Specifically, some participants answered as if they were talking about the effects of 

their emotional state rather than the effects of an overall job attitude. The responses 

were still coded into categories wherever possible; however, the reader should be 

aware that many responses may be reflective of affect-driven rather than judgment-

driven behavior.  Thirty-eight percent (n = 26) said their performance increases, 

twenty-eight percent (n = 19) said their performance decreases, nineteen percent (n 

= 13) said their attitude does not affect their behavior, fourteen percent (n= 10) said 

they have better interactions with people, nine percent (n = 6) said they have worse 

interactions with people, and seven percent (n = 5) mentioned that their attitudes 

about their job may lead them to take time off. Categories, definitions and 

frequencies can be seen below it table 9.  
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Table 9. Study 1 Judgment Driven Behavior Description 

Category Definition Example Quotes n % 

Increase 

performance 

Refers to 

employees 

reporting that 

their 

performance 

increases and/or 

they work/try 

harder or are 

willing to take 

on extra work 

"go that extra 

mile". 

“I am generally a positive 

person so I always give my best 

effort when I am at work. I 

always aim to please my 

superiors, our clients and 

myself. I want to feel that at the 

end of the day, I was productive 

and I accomplished something, 

whether it be a sale or just that I 

simply learned a new tip. I am 

always on time and I never miss 

work unless I am very sick. I let 

my good attitude reflect onto 

my co-workers and I always 

treat them with respect.” 

“I regularly stay late to try to 

help my team because I like the 

people I work with and want to 

help them succeed.” 

26 38% 

Decreased 

performance 

Refers to 

employees 

reporting that 

their 

performance 

decreases or they 

don't care/don't 

"try hard". 

“Sometimes the stress makes 

me dread confronting clients in 

certain situations, especially 

ones where I'm not sure where 

to start when creating a 

response, which can impact my 

performance.” 

“Because nothing seems to be 

improving for the last few 

years, my attitude has slowly 

become very indifferent to my 

work and I don’t really find 

myself wanting to move 

forward.” 

19 28% 

No change in 

behavior 

Refers to the 

notion that 

employees 

behavior does 

not change 

because of their 

overall job 

attitude 

“My behavior has not been 

impacted. I just do not display 

emotion regardless clients need 

help whether or not we feel 

happy within our 

surroundings.” 

“I never let my feeling affect 

my work.” 

13 19% 

Better Refers to the “I generally have a positive 10 14% 
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interactions 

with people 

notion that when 

people feel 

happy they have 

better 

interactions with 

their customers 

and their 

coworkers. 

outlook and I think that inspires 

other coworkers to stay positive 

as well.” 

“I feel that I view this job very 

positively. As such, I believe all 

of my interactions with other 

co-workers and clients reflect 

that positivity.” 

Worse 

interactions 

with people 

Refers to the 

notion that when 

people feel 

happy they have 

worse 

interactions with 

their customers 

and their 

coworkers. 

“…My feelings have impacted 

the way I view my superiors, I 

don't feel comfortable talking to 

them about issues and often 

avoid conversation regarding 

issues I am experiencing.” 

“When I am annoyed about a 

situation, I naturally lash out 

and feel annoyed externally, 

sometimes inflicting that 

annoyance towards others.” 

6 9% 

Take time off 

Refers to 

employee calling 

out even if they 

aren't sick or if 

the employee 

does come in, 

they must take 

breaks. 

“Recently, due to the lower and 

lower levels of job satisfaction, 

the feeling of anxiety coming to 

work has been rising which 

affects other parts of my life 

outside of work. This has 

specifically led to me calling 

out due to just not feeling 

mentally well enough to come 

in to work…” 

“Some clients are worse than 

others and those that are at the 

top of the worst end up causing 

me to not want to show up the 

next day after dealing with 

them.” 

5 7% 

 

Study 1 Discussion 

Results from study 1 support propositions put forth by previous researchers. 

For instance, Byron (2008) and Friedman and Currall (2003) suggest that the 
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computer-mediated environment is one that makes misunderstandings more likely. 

Communication issues were frequently cited as an affective event that caused 

frustration, anger or annoyance to participants, as well as the thing they like least 

about their jobs. Also, among those who had worked in both face-to-face and 

online environments, communication issues were the most frequently cited 

characteristic that is worse in a computer-mediated environment compared to a 

face-to-face environment. Clearly communication problems are common in the 

online environment. This is likely in part because employees have a hard time 

conveying their own emotions as well as reading customers’ emotions (two other 

frequently cited disadvantages of computer-mediated customer service compared to 

face-to-face service).  

Customer incivility was also a common theme that emerged across many of 

the answers. For instance, customer incivility (e.g., rudeness, blame, manipulation) 

was described frequently as a negative affective event and the thing that employees 

liked least about their jobs. Among participants who had worked in both contexts, 

customer incivility/rudeness was commonly listed as worse in a computer-mediated 

environment compared to face-to-face. Additionally, several people explicitly 

described customers as “ruder” in an online environment. This is consistent with 

the assertions put forth by Suler (2004) regarding the online disinhibition effect. 

Specifically, Suler (2004) suggested that there are several characteristics of the 

online environment (e.g., anonymity) that give individuals the freedom to behave 

poorly, and results from study 1 support these ideas.  
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 All of Gross’s (1998) emotion regulation strategies were represented in the 

data; however, situation selection was only mentioned one time. Grandey and 

Brauburger (2002) suggest that internally focused emotion regulation strategies, 

such as attentional deployment and cognitive change, are much more likely to be 

used by customer service employees than externally focused emotion regulation 

strategies (i.e., situation selection and situation modification). Results from study 1 

support the notion that situation selection in an online environment is not a 

commonly chosen strategy; however, situation modification was used a lot (n = 17; 

25%). This suggests that employees in a computer-mediated environment may have 

access to more emotion regulation strategies than employees in more traditional 

customer service settings (Grandey and Brauburger, 2002).    

In addition to Gross’s strategies, venting was a frequently mentioned 

regulation strategy, and several specific venting techniques were mentioned that 

could be considered unique to the online environment. Specifically, employees are 

able to vent to their coworkers or do any number of things (e.g., one participant 

said he “flips the computer off”), during their interactions with customers. 

Participants also suggested that one of the things that makes the computer-mediated 

environment better than the face-to-face environment is the notion that they do not 

have to monitor their own facial expressions. These unique strategies and lessened 

emotional display requirements support the idea that the computer-mediated 

environment is a unique case of emotional labor.  

In spite of customer incivility and communication issues being frequently 
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cited affective events within the computer-mediated environment, high 

pleasantness – low activation emotions (e.g., feelings of calm or relaxation) were 

the most common. Additionally, many employees cited the laid-back environment 

as one of the best parts of their job. These findings raise the question of whether the 

availability of additional emotion regulation strategies, lower need to regulate 

expressions, and more relaxed environment in the online environment may 

outweigh the impact of negative events, such as increased customer incivility and 

miscommunication, and the negative emotions that accompany them. However, 

these results may also be a function of the culture of the web hosting company that 

was surveyed. This laid back environment could be due to management and other 

company policies that may not be specific to the online environment, which points 

to a key limitation of study 1. Future research should seek to replicate these 

findings in another sample to determine if the online environment truly elicits 

lower activation emotions.  

Another important limitation of study 1 is the notion that emotion regulation 

strategies were measured using a question that asked participants to “remember a 

time when they felt frustrated, angry or upset” and then describe what they did in 

response to that situation. This is problematic, because it suggests that all of the 

emotion regulation strategies that were collected are response-focused rather than 

some being antecedent-focused. In sum, although study 1 did reveal a few 

important patterns, there are still many unanswered questions; therefore, additional 

hypotheses are proposed to be answered in study 2.  
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Study 2 Hypotheses 

 

Study 2 was designed to answer part b of the research questions proposed 

above by allowing comparisons to be made between employees who communicate 

with customers online versus face-to-face or via telephone.  Based on the results 

from Study 1, specific hypotheses were formed, organized below according to the 

original research question to which they apply.  

Research Question 1b: How do affective events experienced by service employees 

online differ from the events experienced by employees in other service contexts 

(e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? For example, are customers more aggressive in 

the online context compared to other contexts?   

Previous research and theory suggest that people have the capacity to be 

ruder and/or more aggressive in an online context (Suler, 2004; Byron, 2008; 

Friedman & Currall, 2003). Consistent with this idea, rude customers were the 

second most frequently described affective event among the online customer 

service representatives in Study 1, and ruder customers was the third most 

frequently cited disadvantage of the online environment compared to the face-to-

face environment by those who had worked in both environments. According to 

one participant, “I think that clients are more bold when they are dealing with 

customer service via a computer-mediated environment.  They sometimes say 

worse things than they would face-to-face...” Another participant stated “I feel as if 
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with the anonymity of the Internet, people can act very much out of character…” 

For these reasons, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

Hypothesis 1: Employees who communicate with customers primarily via email or 

chat experience higher levels of customer incivility than employees in other service 

contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone). 

Previous research also suggests that the computer-mediated environment is 

an environment that can lead to frequent miscommunication (Friedman & Currall, 

2003; Byron, 2008; Kruger et al., 2005). Results from study 1 supported this 

notion. In fact, communication issues were cited as the worst thing about working 

in a computer-mediated environment. Additionally, among those who had worked 

in both settings, 29% of participants mentioned that it’s harder to read others’ 

emotions in the online environment compared to the face-to-face environment, and 

22% said it’s harder to convey their own emotions in the online environment. For 

example, one participant explained, “Certain tones are not portrayed properly and 

could be taken out of context - mostly in a situation where one party is upset and 

takes offense to a response which was made online.”  Communication issues were 

also frequently represented among the negative affective events that participants 

described (n = 15; 22%). Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

Hypothesis 2: Employees who communicate with customers primarily via email or 

chat experience higher levels of miscommunication than employees in other service 

contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone). 
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Research Question 2b: How do the emotion regulation strategies of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from those used by employees in other 

service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

Grandey and Brauburger (2002) suggest that in customer service settings it 

is difficult to use all of Gross’s regulation strategies. For example, they state that 

customer service employees typically have low autonomy to choose their tasks. 

Additionally, customer service jobs require interaction with the customer. Because 

of these job characteristics, most customer service employees do not have the 

freedom to utilize situation selection as a regulation strategy. Grandey and 

Brauburger (2002) therefore suggest that internal emotion regulation strategies 

(such as attentional deployment and cognitive change) are much more likely to be 

used by service representatives compared to externally focused strategies (i.e., 

situation selection and situation modification). However, study 1 results revealed 

that employees working in an online setting utilized four out of five of Gross’s 

emotion regulation strategies in response to the negative events they described. 

(The fifth strategy, situation selection, was mentioned only once). In addition to 

those four emotion regulation strategies, 18 participants (26%) used venting. The 

majority of these venting responses (61%) were also coded as strategies that are 

more likely to be used in an online setting than a face-to-face setting (e.g., “I vented 

to my peers about the client's behavior, or muttered to myself about it”). Because 

these employees work in an online environment, they have the opportunity to vent 

during the interaction without the customer knowing about it, suggesting that 
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venting during a customer interaction may represent strategy unique to the online 

customer service environment. For these reasons, hypothesis 3 is proposed.  

Hypothesis 3: Employees who communicate with customers primarily via email or 

chat engage in higher levels of venting than employees in other service contexts 

(e.g., face-to-face, over the phone). 

Research suggests that venting is a strategy that can lead to a stronger 

climate for authenticity (the perceived acceptance of and respect for the authentic 

expression of emotions when interacting with coworkers; Grandey et al., 2012). 

Additionally, 38% of participants indicated that the best thing they like about their 

job is the people, and 25% said they enjoy the environment. One participant stated 

that “I appreciate the lax atmosphere… in conjunction with the people whom I 

work with above all else.” In addition, 29% of participants stated that in a 

computer-mediated environment they like that they don’t have to monitor their own 

expressions. This combination of findings suggests that the computer-mediated 

environment may encourage a stronger climate of authenticity compared to the 

face-to-face customer service environment (where venting to coworkers may more 

difficult due to the physical presence of customers). Because venting may be more 

frequent in the online environment, and because research suggests that venting can 

lead to a stronger climate for authenticity (Grandey et al., 2012), Hypothesis 4 is 

proposed.  

Hypothesis 4: There will be an indirect effect of context on climate of 
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authenticity through employee venting.   

Gross’s model of emotion regulation strategies was used to categorize 

comments into themes for study 1, and although many of the comments could be 

placed within that model, some of the comments revealed the unique nature of the 

online environment. For instance, one employee wrote “I simply took a break from 

dealing with that client and moved on to more relaxing issues. Once I came back to 

the ticket, I was able to deal with it properly.” Although, this comment could be 

categorized into “attentional deployment” because the employee is turning their 

attention to something more enjoyable, it is worth pointing out that customers in a 

face-to-face environment likely do not have the opportunity to “relax” before 

responding to a client. Comments were also categorized into those that are likely to 

be unique to the online context (e.g., “I typed out what I really wanted to say to the 

client in a note pad area and then erased it.”). Of these 27 comments, attentional 

deployment was the most cited theme (n = 12; 44%) and venting was the next most 

cited (n = 11; 41 %). Additionally, because 75% (n=16) of the attentional 

deployment comments were categorized as unique to a computer-mediated 

environment, the following hypothesis is proposed.   

Hypothesis 5: Employees in a computer-mediated environment will utilize 

attentional deployment more than employees in a face-to-face or phone 

environment.  
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Research Question 3b: How do the affective reactions of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from those experienced by employees in 

other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)?  

Previous research suggests that individuals communicating online 

experience lower physiological arousal than those communicating face-to-face 

(Kock, 2002), and results from study 1 suggest that employees who use CMC have 

more options for emotion regulation strategies, which might be expected to reduce 

negative arousal. For instance, participants suggest that what they like best about 

CMC is they don’t have to monitor their own emotions, they can leave when they 

need to, they have more time to respond to customers, and it’s easier to solve 

problems. These characteristics of the CMC environment might be expected to lead 

to lower activation because individuals have a multitude of emotion regulation 

options to employ in order to reduce heightened activation. For instance, when 

customers are rude, employees may choose to temporarily leave their computers, to 

ensure their arousal stays low.  

Results from the one-way repeated measures ANOVA revealed that, when 

holding valence constant (i.e., comparing HPLA to HPHA and comparing LPLA to 

LPHA), there was a significant difference between HPLA and HPHA, such that 

participants experienced low arousal positive emotions more frequently than they 

experienced high arousal positive emotions. Although there were no within-person 

differences in arousal level among the low pleasantness emotions, other data from 

study 1 suggest there may be between-person differences in negative arousal when 
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comparing those who work face-to-face versus those who work in online 

environments. For example, twenty-five percent of employees, who had worked in 

both settings, stated that they enjoy the laid-back environment of the online 

context. References to the “laid back” atmosphere suggest that communicating 

online may elicit more low activation emotions than communicating face-to-face. 

This may be because the online environment reduces pressure by allowing for more 

time to think about and craft responses (an advantage mentioned by 63% of 

respondents who had worked in both types of environment). Therefore, hypothesis 

6 is proposed.  

Hypothesis 6: Individuals communicating online experience more low 

arousal emotions compared to high arousal emotions. 

Affective Events Theory suggests that context has a direct influence on 

what work events occur as well as an indirect influence on the affective reactions 

that occur. Results from study 1 suggest that customer incivility is likely to occur in 

an online context, and previous research suggests a link between customer 

incivility and negative emotions such as anger (Diefendorff, Richard & Yang, 

2008). Results from study 1 also suggest that there is a greater likelihood for 

utilizing a wide variety of emotion regulation strategies in the online context. For 

example, situation modification (25%), attentional deployment (23%), and 

cognitive change (14%) were frequently mentioned emotion regulation strategies 

used in an online environment. These antecedent-focused emotion regulation 

strategies are said to serve as a buffer between work events and negative emotions 
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(Grandey & Brauburger, 2002).  For these reasons, the following hypotheses are 

proposed.  

Hypothesis 7: Context will have an indirect effect, through customer 

incivility, on the affective reactions individuals’ experience, such that individuals 

working in an online context will experience greater customer incivility, which will 

lead to an increase in low pleasantness high activation emotions.  

Hypothesis 8: Context will have an indirect effect, through 

miscommunication, on the affective reactions individuals’ experience, such that 

individuals working in an online context will experience greater 

miscommunication, which will lead to an increase in low pleasantness high 

activation emotions.   

Research Question 4b: How does the affect-driven behavior of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from that of employees in other service 

contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

It was established above that individuals communicating online likely 

experience lower levels of arousal (Kock, 2002). Additionally, results from study 1 

revealed that individuals report they have a lot more time to cool off and craft a 

response as compared to face-to-face communication. Also, all of the conversations 

with customers are documented and can be reviewed later. This suggests that one 

particular form of affect-driven behavior, customer-directed CWB, is less likely to 

occur because (a) individuals aren’t as upset and (b) employees would risk 
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documentation of their sabotage.  Furthermore, because online employees are 

proposed to engage in more venting to let out their emotions and don’t have to 

monitor their facial expressions, they likely have more regulatory resources 

available to resist engaging in customer-directed CWB’s (Grandey et al., 2012; Lee 

& Ok, 2014). For these reasons, hypothesis 9 is proposed.  

Hypothesis 9: Individuals communicating online will engage in less 

customer-directed CWB’s compared to those individuals communicating face-to-

face or over the phone.  

Research Question 5b: How do the work attitudes of employees who communicate 

with customers online compare to those of employees in other service contexts 

(e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

Study 2 will focus specifically on employee burnout due to its relevance to 

the emotional labor context. First, previous research suggests that employees who 

experience interpersonal stressors and mistreatment, such as incivility, experience 

more burnout (Grandey et al., 2012). Results from study 1 suggest that customers 

are ruder in an online environment which could potentially lead to more burnout in 

these employees compared to those who work with customers in more traditional 

contexts. On the other hand, participants suggest that one of the best things about 

the computer-mediated environment is that they don’t have to monitor their own 

facial expressions. This could lead to a savings in resources (Hobfoll, 1989; 

Grandey, 2003). Therefore, the overall effect of the online environment on burnout 
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is unclear. Higher customer rudeness may lead to increased burnout through 

customer incivility. However, lower requirements to monitor facial expressions 

may conserve resources. Furthermore, additional emotion regulation strategies such 

as venting may prevent the feelings of inauthenticity that are believed to contribute 

to employee burnout (Grandey et al., 2012). It is possible that these effects will 

counteract one another and the burnout levels of those who work in the online 

context will be quite similar to employees who communicate with customers in a 

face-to-face or phone environment. On the other hand, it is possible that one 

mediating effect will be stronger than the other, resulting in an overall difference in 

burnout between contexts. The following research question is therefore proposed: 

Research Question 7: What is the overall effect of context on burnout?  

 Affective events theory suggests that there is a direct relationship between 

context (work environment) and work attitudes. However, previous research has 

shown that individuals differ in the extent to which they value certain work 

contexts (Grandey & Brauburger, 2002).  Results from study 1 suggests that many 

individuals like working in a computer-mediated environment because they don’t 

have to be in the physical presence of others (n = 17, 26%). However, research on 

introversion and extraversion suggests that this preference may only hold for 

individuals high in introversion. Extraverts, on the other hand, are more likely to 

enjoy an environment that has more face-to-face customer contact (Grandey & 

Brauburger, 2002); their job attitudes may therefore be negatively affected by a 

lack face-to-face contact with customers.  Therefore, hypothesis 10 is proposed.  
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Hypothesis 10: Introversion-Extraversion will moderate the relationship between 

online communication context and job attitudes: (a) the positive relationship 

between online communication context and job satisfaction, and (b) the negative 

relationship between online communication context and burnout, will be weaker 

when individuals are more extraverted. 

Research Question 6b: How does the judgment-driven behavior (e.g., turnover) of 

employees who communicate with customers online compare to that of employees 

in other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

 Previous research in a face-to-face setting suggests that work attitudes affect 

turnover (Lam & Chen, 2012). However, results from study 1 suggest that 

participants did not understand the open-ended question about judgment-driven 

behavior and therefore, the results did not point to any specific hypotheses about 

the unique nature of judgment-driven behavior in an online setting. Instead, 

answers more often seemed to describe affect-driven behavior by describing the 

influence of state mood or emotion on behavior.  For example, one participant 

wrote: 

I've found my feelings regarding the job can fluctuate. When they are negative I 

think I am more liable to succumb to the desire to call out if feeling unwell, even if 

its a minor cold. I think these kinds of feelings have less of an impact on my effort 

and attendance however. When I feel negative about my job things seem to pile up 

making the day very busy and concerned on getting the most immediate issue 
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handled. When I am feeling positive I often feel compelled to stay longer past my 

shift to finish things I am actively excited in.  

Therefore, no specific hypotheses about judgment-driven behavior are proposed. 

Instead, the following research question was proposed regarding turnover, a form 

of affect-driven behavior that is quite relevant to the service industry. 

Research Question 8: What is the effect of context on turnover intentions? 

Study 2 Method 

Participants 

Participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (Mturk). 

Mturk is a website in which participants sign up as workers and get paid to 

participate in what the site calls human intelligence tasks (HITS).  Many of these 

HITS are research studies. Research supports the use of participants from Mturk, 

suggesting that the data is at least as good as traditional methods and may be better 

than a college student sample (Buhrmester, Kwang & Gosling, 2011). Participants 

were paid 75 cents for the completion of the survey. Participants were at least 18 

years or older and were currently employed (outside of Mturk) at least 20 hours per 

week. This ensured that all participants will have been exposed to at least some 

form of workplace emotional expression.  Participants were from the United States 

in order to limit the effect of cultural differences on the data.  Additionally, 

participants were recruited using three separate study links (HITS) on Mturk in 

order to recruit a stratified sample of participants who work across the three 
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different environments (i.e., computer-mediated environment, face-to-face, 

telephone). The gender makeup of the sample was fairly even with 51% of 

participants being male and 49% female. Most of the participants were Caucasian 

(80%); 10 % were Asian; 6 % were Black; 0.4% were Native Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander; the remaining 4% participants chose ‘other’ for the race item.  The 

majority of participants reported they were not Hispanic (91%). Fifty-one percent 

of the individuals within the sample were between the ages of 25 and 34 years old; 

25% reported they were between 25 – 44 years old; 11% were 45 – 54 years old; 

7% were between 18 and 24 years old; and 6% were 55 – 64 years old. Participants 

also responded to a question asking how long they have worked at their current job. 

Thirty-seven percent of participants reported they have been at their current 

organization for more than 5 years; 26% reported between 1 – 2 years; 13% said 2 

– 3 years; 11% 3 – 4 years; and the remaining 13% of participants said they had 

worked at their organization for less than 1 year. The final demographic question 

asked participants about their job level. Sixty-six percent said they were in non-

supervisory roles; 20% were in a supervisor role; and 14% stated they were in 

management.   

Procedure 

The Study 2 survey was hosted on Qualtrics, and participants accessed the 

survey through a link on the Mturk website. In the Mturk HIT description (used to 

recruit participants), potential participants were given information regarding the 

necessary requirements to participate in the study. Participants had to be at least 18 
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years of age or older and currently have a part-time or full-time job in the customer 

service industry. These requirements were presented to Mturkers in the HIT 

description as well as in the informed consent. Three attention checks were 

included within the survey to identify careless responding. An example attention 

check is “I can teleport across time and space,” (Huang, Bowling, Lui & Li, 2015) 

to which participants would be expected to answer “strongly disagree”. Participants 

that failed two or more attention checks were rejected from the study.  

Measures 

Demographic information. Demographic information was collected from all 

participants. This information included race, gender, tenure, age, and job level.  

Emotional display rule requirements were also collected to control for any 

differences across organizations and positions (Best, Downey & Jones, 1997).  

Context. Context was captured by asking participants to assign a percentage 

of time that they spend working in each context (i.e., computer-mediated, face-to-

face, telephone). The survey would not advance until the total percentages added up 

to 100%.  

Customer Incivility. Customer incivility was captured with a customer 

incivility scale by Wilson and Holmvall (2013) (See Appendix). The reliability of 

the scale was excellent ( = .95).   

Miscommunication. A measure of miscommunication was also used to 

assess how often the employees experience communication issues with their 
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customers. The measure was adapted from a measure of misunderstanding 

(Edwards, 2017), and three additional items were written based on study 1 results. 

The reliability of the scale was also good ( = .88). 

Emotion regulation strategies. Emotion Regulation Strategies were captured 

with a measure that was adapted from Gross’s (2003) emotion regulation strategies 

measure as well as Diefendorff et al. (2008) and results from study 1. Additionally, 

a measure of venting was written for the purpose of this study. Participants 

indicated the frequency with which they utilize each strategy when dealing with 

customers at work. Items can be broken down into emotion regulation strategies for 

cognitive change (4 items,  = .64), response modulation (3 items,  = .83), 

situation selection (2 items,  =.54), situation modification (2 items,  = .48), 

attentional deployment (3 items,  = .72), and venting (5 items,  = .56). The 

reliabilities for these scales was low, likely due to the small number of items.  An 

existing measure of surface acting and deep acting by Brotheridge and Lee (2003) 

was also used. This scale is a five-point frequency scale from never to extremely 

often or always. An example item from the surface acting scale is “On an average 

day at work, how frequently do you resist expressing your true feelings.” An 

example item from the deep acting scale is “On an average day at work, how 

frequently do you try to actually experience the emotions I must show.”  The 

reliability for the both the surface acting ( = .81) and deep acting ( = .87) scales 

was adequate. 
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Job Related Affective Wellbeing Measure. Participants were asked to 

indicate what type of emotions they felt when dealing with customers over the past 

30 days by filling out the Job Related Affective Wellbeing Measure (JAWS) (Van 

Katwyk et al., 2000). The JAWS is a five-point frequency scale (from never to 

extremely often or always) with example items like “my job made me feel at ease” 

and “my job made me feel annoyed”. The JAWS can be scored in three ways, 1) 

the overall scale (all 30 items) can be summed, 2) the positive and negative items 

can be summed to create positive and negative subscales, 3) four subscales can be 

broken down to account for both valence and arousal. Because this study is 

interested in both valence and arousal, the four subscales were used.  The 

Reliability for the overall scale was adequate  = .83. Reliability for all subscales 

was adequate (High Pleasantness High Arousal (HPHA)  = .92; High Pleasantness 

Low Arousal (HPLA)  = .91; High Pleasantness Low Arousal (LPHA)  = .86; 

High Pleasantness Low Arousal (LPLA)  = .84).  

Customer-Directed Counterproductive Workplace Behavior. Because 

research suggests that customer-directed CWB’s is a common affect-driven 

behavior in service employees, a customer-directed counter-productive workplace 

behavior (CWB) measure was utilized. The CWB measure is a 14-item measure 

with a 5-point frequency scale that was adapted from Hunter & Penney (2014). An 

example item reads “In the past year, how often have you acted rudely to a 

customer?” Three items specific to face-to-face interactions in the restaurant 
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industry were omitted, resulting in 10 remaining items. The reliability of the scale 

was adequate  = .82.  

Climate for Authenticity. Authenticity was measured using Grandey et al.’s 

(2012) seven-item 5-point (1 doesn’t apply at all, 5 applies entirely) scale (e.g., 

“Members in your work unit are able to discuss how they feel about problems and 

issues.”). The reliability for the scale was adequate  = .76.   

Burnout. Burnout was measured using Iverson, Olekalns, & Erwin (1998) 

Burnout Inventory, which uses a five-point agreement scale (1 Strongly Disagree, 5 

Strongly Agree). Some examples items include: “I feel emotionally drained from 

my work” and “I have become more callous towards people since taking this job.” 

Two items had a frame of reference that was not appropriate for the current study. 

Therefore, the word “patient” was changed to “customer.” The reliability of the 

scale was good  = .89.  

Job Satisfaction. Job Satisfaction was measured with the Job Satisfaction 

Index. The Index uses an 18-item, 5-point scale by Brayfield and Roth (1951). An 

example item reads “I definitely dislike my work”. The reliability of the scale was 

adequate at  = .94. 

Introversion.  The Introversion scale was created from the International 

Personality Item Pool (IPIP) and is based on Gough's California Psychological 

Inventory (CPI). The reliability of the scale was adequate at  = .90. 
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Extraversion. The extraversion scale was also obtained from the IPIP and is 

based on the Six Factor Personality Questionnaire. The reliability of the scale was 

adequate  = .86.  

Turnover Intentions. Turnover was chosen as a measure of judgment-driven 

behavior.  Research indicates that turnover intention is strong indicator of future 

turnover (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1979). Therefore, turnover intentions was used as a 

proxy for turnover.  Turnover Intentions was measured using Xu & Payne’s (2014) 

measure. This is a three-item measure on a five-point agreement scale. An example 

item reads “I often think about quitting this job.” The reliability of the scale is 

adequate at  = .92.  

Study 2 Results 

In order to test the proposed hypotheses for study 2, several statistical 

techniques were used. Three-hundred and thirty one individuals participated in the 

survey. The data were first cleaned to remove individuals that were flagged for not 

paying attention or following instructions. This left a total n-size of 231 

participants.  Next, Pearson correlation coefficients were examined to estimate the 

bivariate relationships among all pairs of variables. These results can be found in 

table 10 in the appendix. Additionally, all analyses were run using display rule 

requirements as a control, however, this did not change the pattern of results. 

Therefore, for the sake of parsimony, all results are reported without display rule 

requirements as a control variable.  
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One-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were performed to compare the 

customer service groups (face-to-face, voice-to-voice, CMC) on each dependent 

variable. Hayes’ 2012 PROCESS macro was also used as necessary to test 

hypotheses involving mediation and moderation. 

Research Question 1b: How do affective events experienced by service employees 

online differ from the events experienced by employees in other service contexts 

(e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? For example, are customers more aggressive in 

the online context compared to other contexts?   

Hypothesis 1 predicted that employees who communicate with customers 

primarily via email or chat experience higher levels of customer incivility than 

employees in other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone). Analysis of 

variance showed a main effect of context on customer incivility, F (2, 175) = 5.19, 

p = .006. Post-hoc analyses using Tukey’s HSD indicated that customer incivility 

was higher for participants in the phone context (M =4.11, SD =1.25) than for 

participants in a face-to-face environment (M = 3.32, SD =1.26; p= .004), but the 

computer-mediated environment (M =3.69 , SD =1.56  ) did not differ significantly 

between the face-to-face (p = .303) or the phone environments (p = .265). In sum, 

hypothesis 1 was not supported.  

Hypothesis 2 stated that employees who communicate with customers 

primarily via email or chat experience higher levels of miscommunication than 

employees in other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone). ANOVA 



101 
 

 
 

did not show a main effect of context on miscommunication F (2, 175) = 1.17, p = 

.314. Hypothesis 2 was not supported.  

Research Question 2b: How do the emotion regulation strategies of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from those used by employees in other 

service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that employees who communicate with customers 

primarily via email or chat engage in higher levels of venting than employees in 

other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone). ANOVA did not show a 

main effect of context on venting F (2, 175) = .015, p = .985. Therefore, hypothesis 

3 was not supported.  

Hypothesis 4 suggested there will be an indirect effect of context on climate 

of authenticity through employee venting.  The analysis for hypothesis 4 indicated 

that there was no significant effect found for context on venting (b=.065, t(175) = 

.12,  p > .05). Additionally, there was no significant direct effect found for venting 

to authenticity (b=.09, t(175) = 1.04,  p > .05). There was no direct effect between 

context and authenticity when venting was the mediator F(2, 175) = .68, p > .05, R2 

= .001. Lastly, the 95% BC bootstrap confidence interval for indirect effect of 

computer-mediated communication on authenticity through venting contained zero 

[-.016, .030]. Therefore, there is no evidence of an indirect effect. In sum, 

hypothesis 4 was not supported.  

Hypothesis 5 predicted that employees in a computer-mediated environment 
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will utilize attentional deployment more than employees in a face-to-face 

environment.  ANOVA did not show a main effect of context on attentional 

deployment F (2, 175) = 2.16, p = .119. Therefore, hypothesis 5 was not supported. 

Though specific hypotheses were not proposed regarding the effect of 

context on use of all emotion regulation strategies, to thoroughly examine question 

2b, the effect of context on use of emotion regulation strategies was explored. 

Breaking emotion regulation strategies into 6 groups (i.e., Gross’s five strategies 

and venting) showed only a few significant differences between groups. ANOVA 

did not show a main effect of context on Cognitive Change F (2, 175) = .147, p = 

.864; however, a main effect of context was found for response modulation, F (2, 

175) = 4.75, p = .010. Post-hoc analyses using Tukey’s HSD indicated that 

response modulation was higher for participants in the face-to-face context (M 

=3.61, SD =.89) than for participants in a computer-mediated environment (M 

=3.09, SD =.92, p= .007), but the phone environment (M =3.38, SD =.99) did not 

differ significantly between the face-to-face environment (p = .358) or the 

computer-mediated environment (p = .256). ANOVA did not show a main effect of 

context on situation selection F (2, 175) = .150, p = .861, but there was a 

marginally significant main effect of context on situation modification, F (2, 175) = 

2.89, p = .058. Post-hoc analyses using Tukey’s HSD indicated that situation 

modification was higher for participants in the phone context (M =3.84, SD =.62) 

than for participants in a computer-mediated environment (M =3.49, SD =.86, p= 

.059), but the face-to-face environment (M =3.75, SD =.78) did not differ 



103 
 

 
 

significantly between computer-mediated environment (p = .150) or the phone 

environment (p = .804). ANOVA did not show a main effect of context on 

attentional deployment F (2, 175) = 2.16, p = .119 or on venting F (2, 175) = .02, p 

= .985.  

 ANOVA was also run on the surface acting and deep acting scales. A main 

effect of context on surface acting, F (2, 175) = 3.79, p = .025 was found. Post-hoc 

analyses using Tukey’s HSD indicated that surface acting was higher for 

participants in the phone context (M =3.76, SD =.82) than for participants in a 

computer-mediated environment (M =3.26, SD = .94, p= .019), but the face-to-face 

environment (M =3.47, SD =.99) did not differ significantly between computer-

mediated environment (p = .433) or the phone environment (p = .188). ANOVA 

did not show a main effect of context on deep acting F (2, 175) = .40, p = .670. 

Research Question 3b: How do the affective reactions of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from those experienced by employees in 

other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)?  

Hypothesis 6 predicted that individuals communicating online experience 

more low activation emotions (i.e., HPLA or LPLA) than high activation emotions 

(i.e., HPHA or LPHA). A mixed between-within subjects ANOVA was performed 

to first see if there was a significant difference between JAWS dimensions within 

subjects (i.e., HPHA vs. HPLA vs. LPHA vs. LPLA) and then to determine if there 

was a significant difference between groups (i.e., computer, face-to-face and 

phone) for JAWS scores. There was a significant within-person main effect F (3, 
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525) = 9.71, p < .01. This tells us that, across groups (i.e., across contexts), 

participants experienced similar differences between JAWS dimensions. The 

pairwise comparisons for the main effect of JAWS indicates there is a significant 

difference between HPHA (M = 13.14) and HPLA (M = 14.13; p < .01), HPLA (M 

= 14.13) and LPHA (M = 11.41; p < .01); and a marginally significant difference 

between HPHA (M = 13.14) and LPHA (M = 11.41; p = .06); but there was not a 

significant difference between HPHA (M = 13.14) and LPLA (M = 12.40; p > .05) 

or HPLA (M = 14.13) and LPLA (M = 12.40; p > .05). The test of between-

subjects effects did not show a main effect of context F (2, 175) = .33, p = .722 and 

the interaction between the JAWS and context was not significant F (6, 346) = 

1.47, p = .19. This suggests that there is no difference on JAWS scores between 

groups (i.e., face-to-face, computer-mediated, or phone). Therefore, hypothesis 6 is 

not supported.  

Hypothesis 7 suggested that context will have an indirect effect, through 

customer incivility, on the affective reactions individuals’ experience, such that 

individuals working in an online context will experience greater customer 

incivility, which will lead to an increase in low pleasantness high activation 

emotions. The analysis for hypothesis 7 indicated that there was no significant 

effect found for context on customer incivility (b=.047, t(176) = .20,  p > .05). 

However, there was a significant direct effect found for customer incivility to 

LPHA (b=1.40, t(175) = 7.11,  p < .01). There was no direct effect between context 

and LPHA when incivility was the mediator F(2, 175) = -.54, p > .05, R2 = .227. 
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Lastly, the 95% BC bootstrap confidence interval for indirect effect of context on 

LPHA through incivility contained zero [-.658, .720]. Therefore, there is no 

evidence of an indirect effect. In sum, hypothesis 7 was not supported.  

Hypothesis 8 predicted that context will have an indirect effect, through 

miscommunication, on the affective reactions individuals’ experience, such that 

individuals working in an online context will experience greater 

miscommunication, which will lead to an increase in low pleasantness high 

activation emotions. There was no significant effect found for context on 

miscommunication (b=.175, t(176) = 1.22,  p > .05). However, there was a 

significant direct effect found for miscommunication to LPHA (b=2.16, t(175) = 

6.74,  p < .01). There was no direct effect between context and LPHA when 

miscommunication was the mediator F(2, 175) = -.854, p > .05, R2 = .208. Lastly, 

the 95% BC bootstrap confidence interval for indirect effect of context on LPHA 

through miscommunication contained zero [-.250, .991]. Thus, hypothesis 8 was 

not supported.  

Research Question 4b: How does the affect-driven behavior of employees who 

communicate with customers online differ from that of employees in other service 

contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

Hypothesis 9 stated that individuals communicating online will engage in 

less customer-directed CWB’s compared to those individuals communicating face-

to-face or over the phone. ANOVA did not show a main effect of context on 
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customer-directed CWB’s,  F (2, 175) = 2.44, p = .090, failing to support 

Hypothesis 9.  

Research Question 5b: How do the work attitudes of employees who communicate 

with customers online compare to those of employees in other service contexts 

(e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

Research Question 7 asked what is the overall effect of context on burnout? 

ANOVA showed there was a marginally significant main effect of context on 

burnout, F (2, 175) = 2.66, p = .073 was found. Post-hoc analyses using Tukey’s 

HSD indicated that burnout was marginally lower for participants in the computer-

mediated communication context (M =3.70, SD =.55) than for participants in a 

phone environment (M =3.94, SD =.53, p= .072), but the face-to-face environment 

(M =3.77, SD =.55) did not differ significantly between computer-mediated 

environment (p = .769) or the phone environment (p = .194).  

Hypothesis 10 predicted that Introversion-Extraversion will moderate the 

relationship between online communication context and job attitudes: (a) the 

positive relationship between online communication context and job satisfaction, 

and (b) the negative relationship between online communication context and 

burnout, will be weaker when individuals are more extraverted. Results of the 

moderation analysis looking at the conditional direct effect of context on job 

satisfaction at varying levels of introversion suggests that the model was significant 

F (3, 174) = 3.77, p<.01 and there was marginally significant direct effect of 
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introversion (b = -.32, p= .07) on job satisfaction; however, the interaction was not 

significant (b = .10, p>.05). Results of the moderation analysis looking at the 

conditional direct effect of context on job satisfaction at varying levels of 

extraversion suggests that the model was significant F (3, 174) = 5.62, p<.01 and 

there was significant direct effect of extraversion (b = .38, p= .05) on job 

satisfaction; however, the interaction was not significant (b = .10, p>.05). Results 

of the moderation analysis looking at the conditional direct effect of context on 

burnout at varying levels of introversion suggests that the model was significant F 

(3, 174) = 3.61, p<.05; however, there was not significant direct effect of 

introversion (b = .14, p> .05) on burnout, and the interaction was not significant (b 

= -.02, p>.05). Results of the moderation analysis looking at the conditional direct 

effect of context on burnout at varying levels of extraversion suggests that the 

model was not significant F (3, 174) = 1.54, p>.05. In sum, hypothesis 10 was not 

supported.  

Research Question 6b: How does the judgment-driven behavior (e.g., turnover) of 

employees who communicate with customers online compare to that of employees 

in other service contexts (e.g., face-to-face, over the phone)? 

Research question 8 asks what is the effect of context on turnover 

intentions? To answer this question, an ANOVA was run to determine if there were 

significant difference between groups (i.e., face-to-face, computer-mediated, and 

phone). ANOVA showed that there was no significant main effect of context on 

turnover intentions F (2, 175) = .79, p = .458.  
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Study 2 Discussion 

For the most part, results from study 2 do not support the hypotheses. The 

lack of significant differences between contexts is likely due to a few limitations of 

study 2. First, the sampling methodology used in the second study resulted in an 

extremely high rejection rate of CMC service workers. This may have negative 

implications because it is likely that this high rejection rate for only one group does 

not lead to a fair comparison.  Second, many people were rejected for participating 

in all three surveys. Directions indicated participants should only participate in the 

study if they worked the majority of their time in one setting (i.e., computer-

mediated, face-to-face or telephone). These people were identified by their 

duplicate IP addresses and duplicate mturk worker ID’s. However, many of those 

participants would have qualified if they were not duplicate individuals (i.e., they 

passed the attention checks and also indicated they worked the majority of their 

time in the appropriate environment). Although, there are studies that suggest that 

Mturk workers are at least as good as a student sample (Buhrmester, Kwang & 

Gosling, 2011), this pattern of behavior suggests that some Mturk workers are 

skilled enough to remain in the sample (e.g., pass the attention checks), but not 

truthful with their responses. Third, the sample may not have provided enough 

control to make fair comparisons across contexts. That is, information on the types 

of service jobs and the specific field was not collected. Additionally, specific 

information on the types of customer’s employees interact with was not collected. 

It is possible that not controlling for these differences is the reason for not finding 
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significant differences. Future studies should collect this information to further 

understand if there are differences between contexts.    

General Discussion 

  

The overarching goal of this dissertation was to form a better understanding 

of the affective events, emotion regulation strategies, and outcomes experienced by 

employees in a computer-mediated service environment utilizing the Affective 

Events Theory model as a guiding framework. In order to meet this goal, a two-

study design was implemented. The first study took a qualitative, theory-building 

approach to provide a richer understanding of the emotional labor processes and 

outcomes associated with the computer-mediated service environment, and the 

second study took a quantitative approach by comparing emotional labor variables 

between the computer-mediated customer service environment and more traditional 

service contexts.  

The first set of research questions attempted to understand the affective 

events that occur in an online setting and whether or not those individuals 

experience those events in a different way than individuals working in a face-to-

face or phone environment. Results from study 1 showed that inability to work 

toward a solution, rudeness, and communication issues were the three top affective 

events that occur in an online context. This is interesting because it validates some 

of the assertions made by Byron (2008), Friedman & Currall (2003), and Suler 

(2004). In particular, Suler (2004) suggested that some aspects of the computer-
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mediated environment (e.g., anonymity) may lead individuals to behave in ways 

they would not normally behave (e.g., refusing to work toward a solution or being 

rude to the employee). Additionally, Byron (2008) and Friedman and Currall 

(2003) suggested that the online environment makes miscommunication more 

likely and leads to escalation of conflict after these miscommunications have 

occurred. These results suggest that the online environment faces some unique 

challenges that may not exist or may be less frequent or less severe in a face-to-face 

environment.  

On the other hand, results from study 2 did not support the notion that 

affective events in the computer-mediated environment differ from the face-to-face 

or phone environment. Results only revealed one significant difference between 

contexts, such that individuals on the phone experienced more customer incivility 

than those in a face-to-face environment. However, study 2 did not find any 

differences in experiencing miscommunication between environments. Because the 

results from study 1 suggest there are unique characteristics of the online 

environment that lead to specific types of affective events, but the results from 

study 2 were discrepant, it seems as if more quantitative research is required 

particularly with a more sound CMC sample and the ability to hold variables such 

as job type, industry or company constant.  

Another goal of this research was to understand the types of emotion 

regulation strategies that employees use in an online environment versus those used 

in other contexts. Results from study 1 suggest that employees in a computer-
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mediated environment may have access to more strategies than employees in other 

environments. For instance, employees reported using 4 out of 5 of Gross’s (1998) 

strategies as well as an additional “venting” strategy. However, study 2 results only 

showed differences between the three groups on some strategies. For instance, 

participants in the face-to-face context report using higher amounts of response 

modulation than those in the computer-mediated environment. Additionally, 

participants in the phone context reported using more situation modification than 

employees in the computer-mediated environment.  Although those slight 

differences did emerge, Gross’s (1998) model suggests that there are only five 

strategies and results from study 1 suggest that there may be an additional 

“venting” strategy. Results from study 2 did not reveal significant differences 

between groups for the frequency with which each group reported using venting. 

Additionally, there was no evidence of an indirect effect between context and 

climate for authenticity through venting. These discrepancies between the two 

studies may be due to the sample, but it may also be due to the way in which the 

venting measure was written. This measure was modified from an existing measure 

and has therefore not been through the scientific rigor that many other validated 

measures go through. Future research should continue to examine whether there are 

differences in venting in the online context, as well as the extent to which these 

differences impact long-term outcomes such as burnout. 

The next phenomenon to understand with this current research was the 

affective reactions of employees who communicate online compared to those who 
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do not. Study 1 suggested that participant’s that primarily use CMC experience 

higher rates of high pleasantness – low activation emotions than other emotions on 

the circumplex. This partially supports theory that suggests that communicating 

online produces lower arousal levels than communicating face-to-face (Kock, 

2002). Additionally, study 2 supports within person differences as well. 

Specifically, individuals experienced the highest levels of high pleasantness – low 

activation emotions, however there was no difference between group difference for 

context. Meaning, individuals in a computer-mediated environment did not differ 

from other environments in their experiences of activation or pleasantness.  This 

may be because context does not impact the frequency with which employees 

experience negative emotions, but instead context may impact the duration of their 

experiencing those emotions. Future research should seek to discover if the 

duration of experienced emotions is different across contexts. Another reason that 

pleasantness and activation were not different across contexts may be because other 

aspects of the context (other than communication mode) have a more salient effect 

on emotion. For instance, employees from study 1 suggested that they enjoyed the 

laid back environment that they work in, and this may be contributing to their 

feelings of high pleasantness – low activation above and beyond just simply using 

computers to communicate. Therefore, future research should examine organization 

level variables (e.g., policies, perceived organizational support etc.) in a computer-

mediated environment to understand if they are contributing to affective reactions.   
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Another goal of the current research was to understand the nature of the 

affect-driven behavior engaged in by employees who communicate with customers 

online. Results from study 1 found that the behavior that employees are most likely 

to engage in following a negative event was a decrease in performance. However, 

in study 2, levels of CWB did not differ across contexts. There are other plausible 

explanations for why no relationship was found. Specifically, conscientiousness has 

been found to moderate the relationship between job satisfaction and engagement 

in CWBs (Bowling, 2010). It could be that consciousness serves as a moderator 

between context and CWBs.  Additionally, self-control often acts a buffer between 

variables such as exhaustion and CWBs, such that individuals with low to moderate 

self-control are more likely to engage in CWBs in response to exhaustion (Bolton 

et al., 2012). Again, it is possible that self-control moderates the relationship 

between context and CWBs. Future research should seek to understand the 

discrepancy in results between the two studies to determine if the affective 

reactions that employees experience are different between contexts as well as if 

there are additional variables that are acting on this relationship.  

The current research also sought to understand what factors influence the 

work attitudes (e.g., job satisfaction, burnout) of employees who communicate with 

customers online and how these attitudes differ between contexts (i.e., face-to-face, 

computer-mediated, over the phone). Study 1 found that some of the things that 

influence work attitudes in an online environment include additional time to 

respond to customers and the fact that employees don’t have to monitor their own 
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facial expressions. However, employees also suggested that there are more 

communication issues in the online context, and that it’s harder to read their 

customers emotions. These results again suggest that the computer-mediated 

environment may have unique features that require specific training in order for all 

employees to be successful. Study 2 examined specific work attitudes (i.e., job 

satisfaction and burnout) and found marginally higher burnout in the computer-

mediated environment, but only compared to the phone environment. Additionally, 

no relationship was found for context on job satisfaction. This could be due to the 

fact that the sample came from across all different organizations, and many 

organization-level variables (Hackman & Oldam, 1976) as well as individual 

dispositions (Judge et al., 2012) contribute to job satisfaction. Therefore, it is likely 

that other variables need to be examined as moderators of the relationship between 

context and job attitudes.  

The final topic of interest to the current research is the nature of judgment-

driven behavior experienced by employees who communicate with customers 

online and how this type of behavior differs for individuals across different 

contexts. Results from study 1 were a bit difficult to interpret because employees 

answered the question as if they were talking about their emotional state rather than 

how their overall job attitude affects their behavior. Additionally, study 2 found 

that there were no differences in turnover intentions across contexts. This could be 

due to relationships that were not tested such as organizational commitment. 

Specifically, research finds that organizational commitment is a mediator that 
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accounts for the relationship between job satisfaction and turnover intentions 

(Igbaria & Guimaraes, 1999). Future research should determine if there are 

differences in judgment driven behavior based on context and if these differences 

are due to other mediating variables such as organizational commitment.   

The overarching theme between the two studies is that study 1 supports the 

idea that the online environment is unique and requires being treated as a unique 

environment, but study 2 failed to find many differences between the online 

environment and more traditional environments (i.e., face-to-face and phone). It is 

likely that the discrepant results are due in part to the sampling methodology used 

in the second study as well the existence of unmeasured mediators or moderators 

that need to be accounted for in order to find relationships. Future research should 

seek to identify these variables and to provide stronger quantitative support for the 

qualitative conclusions drawn from study 1. Although this research did not answer 

all of the research questions definitively, it still contributes to the emotional labor 

literature and online communication literature by providing a greater qualitative 

understanding of the affective events and emotion regulation strategies that are 

likely to occur in an online service environment. Also, it partially supports 

assertions made by previous researchers about the unique nature of online 

communication and the variety of strategies that individuals use to manage their 

emotions at work (Byron, 2008; Suler, 2004; Friedman & Currall, 2003; Gross, 

1998; Diefendorff, Richard & Yang, 2008).  
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Beyond simply testing theories to determine if they hold true in a different 

context, this work contributes to the literature in few ways. The workforce is 

becoming more global and more and more interactions are occurring online than 

ever before. These interactions can have deleterious effects on business if they are 

not managed correctly. For instance, if customers are more abusive online than they 

are in face-to-face interactions, as study 1 suggests, employees could experience 

more burnout--potentially leading to more turnover which is very costly for a 

business. Additionally, from a profits standpoint, if employees do not know how to 

manage their emotions online and act out against customers, companies are likely 

to lose business.  

The results of this research contribute to human resource practices in the 

online service industry. The unique emotional labor requirements and strategies 

described by participants in study 1 serve as a starting point for building solutions 

for businesses that operate primarily online. Though study 2 provided little 

evidence of differences between contexts, it did find that response modulation was 

used more often in a face-to-face environment than in a computer-mediated 

environment, and participants indicated that they use more surface acting in the 

phone context than in the computer-mediated environment. Also, burnout was 

marginally lower for participants in a computer-mediated environment than for 

participants that work in a phone environment. These differences suggest possible 

benefits to communicating with customers online. Further, they suggest that future 

research, conducted in a more controlled sample (holding other job characteristics 
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and context variables constant), may find additional differences between contexts 

that have implications for organizational practices.  For example, if future research 

finds differences in the types of affective events experienced, training could be 

developed to help employees effectively function in an online environment. This 

training could target the emotion regulation strategies that employees utilize to 

ensure they are selecting the best strategy to buffer against the negative effects of 

events such as customer incivility. Ultimately, this could ensure organizations 

decrease negative outcomes such as decreased job performance, burnout and 

turnover. On the other hand, if future research continues to find very few 

differences between the contexts, these results will inform practitioners that they 

may be able apply emotional labor training programs similarly across contexts.  
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Appendix A 

Figure 1. Model of Affective Events Theory with the Role of Emotion regulation 

strategies Represented (Grandey & Brauburger, 2002; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) 
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Appendix B 

 

Study 1 Survey 

Emotion Work Requirements Scale 

(Best, Downey, & Jones, 1997) 

(1 = not at all a part of my job, 5 = always required on my job)  

Please indicate to what extent are you required to show (or hide) emotion in order 

to be effective on the job.  

Requirement to Display Positive Emotions  

1. Reassuring people who are distressed or upset. 

2. Remaining calm even when you are astonished. 

3. Expressing feelings of sympathy (e.g., saying you “understand,” you are sorry to 

hear about something). 

4. Expressing friendly emotions (e.g., smiling, giving compliments, making small  

talk).  

Requirement to Hide Negative Emotions  

1. Hiding your anger or disapproval about something someone has done (e.g., an act 

that is distasteful to you).  

2. Hiding your disgust over something someone has done. 

3. Hiding your fear of someone who appears threatening.  
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Job-Related Affective Well-Being Scale  

(Van Katwyk, Fox, Spector, & Kelloway, 2000) 

 

Please indicate the amount to which interacting with customers has made you feel 

that emotion in the past 30 days.  

Base your answers on the following scale.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Never Rarely Sometimes Quite Often Extremely 

Often or 

Always 

Over the past 30 days… 

1. My job made me feel at ease  

2. My job made me feel angry 

3. My job made me feel annoyed 

4. My job made me feel anxious 

5. My job made me feel bored 

6. My job made me feel cheerful   

7. My job made me feel calm  
8. My job made me feel confused  

9. My job made me feel content  

10. My job made me feel depressed 

11. My job made me feel disgusted  

12. My job made me feel discouraged 

13. My job made me feel elated 

14. My job made me feel energetic   

15. My job made me feel excited  
16. My job made me feel ecstatic 

17. My job made me feel enthusiastic  

18. My job made me feel frightened 

19. My job made me feel frustrated  

20. My job made me feel furious 

21. My job made me feel gloomy  

22. My job made me feel fatigued 

23. My job made me feel happy  

24. My job made me feel intimidated 
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25. My job made me feel inspired  

26. My job made me feel miserable 

27. My job made me feel pleased  

28. My job made me feel proud 

29. My job made me feel satisfied  

30. My job made me feel relaxed

Open ended questions (written by the researchers).  

1. Please write about what you like best about your job.  

2. Please write about what you like least about your job.  

3. Please give an example of how your behavior has been impacted by your 

feelings toward the job. For example, have your positive or negative 

attitudes toward the job impacted your 

effort/attendance/performance/behavior toward coworkers? Please give at 

least one specific example. 

4. Please pause for a few seconds and recall a time in the last thirty days when 

you felt frustrated, angry, or annoyed with a customer while communicating 

online (email or instant message). What happened to bring on that feeling? 

5. How did you manage/handle your emotions (e.g., frustration, anger, or 

annoyance)? 

6. How did your frustration, anger, or annoyance affect your behavior? (What 

did you do/not do because of your feelings?) 

7. Have you ever had a job when you worked with customers in a face-to-face 

environment (rather than online/email)? 
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a. Yes 

b. No 

 

We would like to hear your thoughts on the differences between face-to-face and 

computer-mediated customer service. 

8. Please list the things you like better about working in a computer-mediated 

environment (as compared to face-to-face).  

9. Please list the things that are worse when working in a computer-mediated 

environment (as compared to face-to-face) 

Demographic Questions 

Please answer each question as accurately as possible by selecting the correct 

answer.  

1. What is your age? 

o 18-24 years old 

o 25-34 years old 

o 35-44 years old 

o 45-54 years old 

o 55-64 years old 

o 65-74 years old 

o 75 years or older 

2. What is your race? 

o White 

o Black or African American 

o American Indian or Alaskan Native 

o Asian 

o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

o Other 

3. What is your ethnicity? 

o Hispanic or Latino 

o Not Hispanic or Latino  

4. How long have you worked at your current job? 

o Less than 1 year 

o 1 – 2 years 

o 2 – 3 years 

o 3 – 4 years 

o 5 or more 

5. What is your job level 
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o Non-supervisory role 

o Supervisory role 

o Management  

6. Do you work in customer service? 

o Yes 

o No 

7. Please assign percentage of time you spend working with customers in each setting. 

The percentages must add up to 100. 

o Email _________% 

o Instant messenger _________% 

o Telephone _________% 

o I do not work with customers in any of these settings 

 

Study 2 Survey 

 

Demographic Questions 

Please answer each question as accurately as possible by selecting the correct 

answer.  

 

1. What is your gender? 

o Male 

o Female 

2. What is your race? 

o White 

o Black or African American 

o American Indian or Alaskan Native 

o Asian 

o Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

o Other 

3. What is your ethnicity? 

o Hispanic or Latino 

o Not Hispanic or Latino  

4. What is your age? 

o 18-24 years old 

o 25-34 years old 

o 35-44 years old 

o 45-54 years old 

o 55-64 years old 

o 65-74 years old 
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o 75 years or older 

5. How long have you worked here? 

o Less than 1 year 

o 1 – 2 years 

o 2 – 3 years 

o 3 – 4 years 

o 5 or more 

6. What is your job level 

o Non-supervisory role 

o Supervisory role 

o Management  

 

Attention Checks (Huang et al., 2015) (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 

1. I eat cement occasionally 

2. I can teleport across time and space 

3. I have never used a computer 

 

Emotion Work Requirements Scale (Best, Downey, & Jones, 1997) (1 = not at all, 

5 = always required)  

Please indicate to what extent are you required to show (or hide) emotion in order 

to be effective on the job. 

Requirement to Display Positive Emotions  

5. Reassuring people who are distressed or upset. 

6. Remaining calm even when you are astonished. 

7. Expressing feelings of sympathy (e.g., saying you “understand,” you are sorry to 

hear about something). 

8. Expressing friendly emotions (e.g., smiling, giving compliments, making small  

talk).  

Requirement to Hide Negative Emotions  

31. Hiding your anger or disapproval about something someone has done (e.g., an act 

that is distasteful to you).  

32. Hiding your disgust over something someone has done. 

33. Hiding your fear of someone who appears threatening.  

Context 
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7. How do you communicate with customers? (select all that apply) 

o Face-to-face 

o Email 

o Instant messenger 

o Telephone 

6b. If more than one of the above options is chosen, participants will be given this 

question as well.  

 

Please assign percentage of time you spend working with customers in each setting. 

The percentages must add up to 100. 

 

o Face-to-face _________% 

o Email _________% 

o Instant messenger _________% 

o Telephone _________% 

 

 

Incivility from Customers Scale (Wilson & Holmvall, 2013)  

How often have customers? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Never Once or 

twice 

monthly weekly daily 2 – 3 

times per 

day 

More 

than 3 

times 

per day 

1. continued to complain despite your efforts to assist them?  

2. made gestures to express their impatience?  

3. grumbled to you about slow service during busy times?  

4. made negative remarks to you about your organization?  

5. blamed you for a problem you did not cause?  

6. used an inappropriate manner of addressing you (e.g., “Hey you”)?  

7. failed to acknowledge your efforts when you have gone out of your way to help 

them?  

8. complained to you about the value of goods and services? 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9. used inappropriate gestures or words to get your attention?  

 

Emotional Labour Scale (presented in Brotheridge & Lee, 2003)  

 

On an average day at work, how frequently do you:  

1 2 3 4 5 

Never Rarely Sometimes Quite Often Always 

 

1. Display specific emotions required by your job.   

2. Adopt certain emotions as part of your job.   

3. Express intense emotions.   

4. Express particular emotions needed for your job.   

5. Use a wide variety of emotions in dealing with people.   

6. Resist expressing my true feelings.   

7. Pretend to have emotions that I don’t really feel.   

8. Display many different emotions when interacting with others.   

9. Make an effort to actually feel the emotions that I need to display toward others.   

10. Show some strong emotions.   

11. Express many different emotions when dealing with people.   

12. Hide my true feelings about a situation.   

13. Try to actually experience the emotions that I must show.   

14. Really try to feel the emotions I have to show as part of my job.   

15. Display many different kinds of emotions.  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Job-Related Affective Well-Being Scale  

(Van Katwyk, Fox, Spector, & Kelloway, 2000) 

 

Please indicate the amount to which interacting with customers has made you feel 

that emotion in the past 30 days.  

Base your answers on the following scale.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Never Rarely Sometimes Quite Often Extremely 

Often or 

Always 

Over the past 30 days… 

1. My job made me feel at ease  

2. My job made me feel angry 

3. My job made me feel annoyed 

4. My job made me feel anxious 

5. My job made me feel bored 

6. My job made me feel cheerful 

7. My job made me feel calm  
8. My job made me feel confused  

9. My job made me feel content  

10. My job made me feel depressed 

11. My job made me feel disgusted  

12. My job made me feel discouraged 

13. My job made me feel elated 

14. My job made me feel energetic   

15. My job made me feel excited  
16. My job made me feel ecstatic 

17. My job made me feel enthusiastic  

18. My job made me feel frightened 

19. My job made me feel frustrated  

20. My job made me feel furious 

21. My job made me feel gloomy  

22. My job made me feel fatigued 

23. My job made me feel happy  

24. My job made me feel intimidated 

25. My job made me feel inspired  

26. My job made me feel miserable 



139 
 

 
 

27. My job made me feel pleased  

28. My job made me feel proud 

29. My job made me feel satisfied  

30. My job made me feel relaxed

 

Customer Directed CWB’s  (Hunter & Penney, 2014) 

Base your answers on the following scale.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Never Once or twice Once or twice 

a month 

Once or twice 

a week 

Every day 

In the past year, how often have you… 

1. Made fun of a customer to someone else  

2. Lied to a customer 

3. Made a customer wait longer than necessary 

4. Ignored a customer  

5. Acted rudely toward a customer  

6. Argued with a customer  

7. Raised your voice to a customer or used all caps 

8. Refused a reasonable customer request  

9. Insulted a customer  

10. Threatened a customer  

Workplace deviance (Thau et al., 2009)  

 

Please rate how often you engage in the behaviors below.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Never Once or twice Once or twice 

a month 

Once or twice 

a week 

Every day 

     

 

1. Spent too much time fantasizing or daydreaming instead of working. 

2. Taken an additional or longer break than is acceptable. 
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3. Came in late without permission. 

4. Intentionally worked slower than you could. 

5. Putting little effort into your work. 

6. Delayed work in order to get overtime. 

7. Made long personal calls (including mobile phone) at work. 

8. Wasted company time socializing with coworkers. 

9. Withheld information from people who needed it. 

10. Left work earlier than you should. 

11. Put projects off till the last minute. 

12. Called in sick when not ill. 

 

 

 

Climate for Authenticity  (Grandey et al., 2012) 

Instructions: To answer the next few questions, think about how working with 

customers makes you behave towards your coworkers 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

1. If you show anxiety or distress to your coworkers, it is held against you (R). 

2. Members in your work unit are able to discuss how they feel about problems and 

issues. 

3. People in your work unit reject others for showing irritation or frustration (R). 

4. It is safe to show how you really feel to your coworkers. 

5. It is uncomfortable for coworkers to show sadness or disappointment with each 

other (R). 

6. None of your coworkers would deliberately act in a way that disrespects another 

member’s feelings. 

7. Working with members in your work unit, expressions of feelings are respected. 
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Burnout – (Iverson et al., 1998).  

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each statement.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Emotional Exhaustion  

1. I feel emotionally drained from my work.  

2. I feel used up at the end of the workday.  

3. I feel burned out from my work.  

Depersonalization  

4. I’ve become more callous towards people since taking this job.  

5. I worry that this job is hardening me emotionally.  

6. I really don’t care what happens to some customers.  

Personal Accomplishment  

7. I feel I’m positively influencing other people’s lives through my work.  

8. I have accomplished many worthwhile things in this job.  

9. I feel good after working closely with my customers.  

 

Job Satisfaction Index – (Brayfield & Rothe, 1951) 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each statement.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

 

1. My job is like a hobby to me.   

2. My job is usually interesting enough to keep me from getting bored.  
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3. It seems that my friends are more interested in their jobs.  

4. I consider my job rather unpleasant.   

5. I enjoy my work more than my leisure time.   

6. I am often bored with my job.   

7. I feel fairly well satisfied with my present job.  

8. Most of the time I have to force myself to go to work.  

9. I am satisfied with my job for the time being.  

10. I feel that my job is no more interesting than others I could get.  

11. I definitely dislike my work.  

12. I feel that I am happier in my work than most people.  

13. Most days I am enthusiastic about my work.  

14. Each day of work seems like it will never end.  

15. I like my job better than the average worker does.  

16. My job is pretty uninteresting.  

17. I find real enjoyment in my work.  

18. I am disappointed that I ever took this job.  

Turnover Intentions – (Xu & Payne, 2014).  

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each statement.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

 

1. I often think about quitting my job. 

2. I will probably look for a new job during the next year.  

3. I am actively looking for another job.  

 

Job Performance - Ilgen, D. R., & Knowlton, W. A., Jr. (1980). Performance 

Evaluation and Feedback Questionnaire 

Please rate yourself based on how your supervisor would rate the quality of your 

work on each dimension.   

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Very 

poor 

Poor Fair Good Very 

good 

Excellent exceptional 

 

1. Quality of work  

2. Quantity of work  

3. Job knowledge 

4. Working relationships with others  

5. Job attitudes  

6. Overall performance 

 

Gross Emotion Regulation Likert Scale – Adapted/written for this study based on 

Gross, 2003 and Diefendorff, Richard & Yang, 2008 

Please rate the extent to which you agree with each statement.  

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

 

At work:  

Cognitive Change 

1. I control my emotions by changing the way I think about the situation I am in.  

2. When I want to feel less negative emotion, I change the way I am thinking about 

the situation.  

3. When I am faced with a stressful situation, I make myself think about it in a way 

that helps me stay calm.  

4. In response to a negative event, I laugh about the customer with my coworkers 

 

Response Modulation 

5. I control my emotions by not expressing them.  

6. When I am feeling negative emotions, I make sure not to express them.  

7. I keep my emotions to myself.  
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Situation Selection 

8. When I want to feel less negative emotion, I avoid a situation that I know will make 

me feel bad.  

9. When I want to feel less negative emotion, I seek out individuals that make me feel 

good.  

Situation modification 

10. In response to a negative event, I often try to remove myself from the situation.  

11. In response to a negative event, I often try to solve the problem.  

Attentional Deployment 

12. In response to a negative event, I often do something enjoyable to improve my 

mood.  

13. In response to a negative event, I keep myself busy working on other things.  

14. In response to a negative event, I take a walk or break before facing the problem.  

 

Venting measure (items partially adapted from the COPE inventory Carver et al., 

1989)  

1. I get upset and let my emotions out.  

2. During a negative interaction with a customer, I vent my frustrations to a coworker.  

3. I wait until I am done serving a customer to let my feelings out.  

4. I talk through my emotions with my coworkers so I don’t lash out at my customers.  

5. I talk about negative interactions I have with customers while they are occurring.  

IPIP – introversion & Extraversion 

Introversion (CPI) 

1. Don’t like to draw attention to myself. 

2. Keep in the background. 

3. Dislike being the center of attention. 

4. Don’t talk a lot.  

Extraversion (6FPQ) 

1. Have a natural talent for influencing people.  

2. Am skilled in handling social situations.  

3. Am good at making impromptu speeches.  
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4. Can talk others into doing things.  

5. Express myself easily.   

Communication Difficulties/Misunderstanding Measure – Adapted from items 

based on Edwards, 2017 and results from study 1 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with each statement.  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

1. My customers and I frequently misunderstand each other.  

2. My customers and I encounter similar communication problems on a regular basis 

3. Misunderstandings between me and my customers occur regularly. 

4. My customers sometimes fail to respond to me in a timely manner 

5. My customers misunderstood what I am saying to them.  

6. My customers have difficulty conveying what they want from me. 
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Table 10. Study 2 Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations among Study Variables 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

1. CMC - 

 

                   

2. Incivility .01 -                   

3. Cog Change -.05 -.02 -                  

4. Res Mod -.20** .01 .11 -                 

5. Sit Select -.06 .12 .41** .21** -                

6. Sit Mod -.14* -.01 .47** .29** .54** -               

7. Att Deploy -.14* .10 .46** .25** .56** .61** -              

8. Venting -.05 .27** -.11 .04 .30** .20** .20** -             

9. Surface Act -.17* .43** .03 .24** .21** .24** .30** .31** -            

10. Deep Act -.10 .27** .24**.

31***

*****

*** 

.15* .26** .15* .28** .21** .29** -           

11. HPHA .00 -.11 .31** -.05 .17** .13* .20** .04 -.15* .30** -          

12. HPLA .07 -.21** .33** -.01 .16* .19** .17** .01 -.20** .22** .78** -         

13. LPHA .01 .47** -.18** .03 -.02 -.11 -.08 .21** .34** .06 -.25** -.45** -        

14. LPLA -.00 .42** -.30** -.01 -.04 -.11 -.08 .26** .38** -.03 -.40** -.54** .81** -       

15. CWB’s .05 .35** -.28** -.02 -.02 -.18** -.06 .31** .16* .04 -.10 -.17** .40** .42** -      

16. Authenticity -.03 -.06 .14* -.02 .30** .25** .19** .06 .09 .07 .11 .16* -.28** -.19** .03 -     

17. Burnout -.08 .39** -.32** .09 -.06 -.10 -.11 .28** .30** .04 -.31** -.43** .53** .61** .36** -.26** -    

18. Job Sat -.01 -.28** .41** -.07 .21** .18** .26** -.12 -.28** .24** .64** .66** -.52** -.70** -.28** .22** -.57** -   

19. Introversion .04 .11 .10 .32** .03 .19** .12 .10 .23** -.03 -.20** -.14* .18** .21** .02 -.03 .23** -.25** -  

20. Extraversion -.06 -.00 .17** .03 .19** .16** .22** .15* .08 .22** .31** .25** -.06 -.12 .05 .10 -.09 .33** -.34** - 

21. Turnover 

Intent 

-.03 .18** -.19** .23** -.06 -.01 -.11 .17** .26** -.07 -.43** -.48** .44** .55** .22** -.23** .51 -.73** .25** -.14* 

Note: Coefficient alphas are displayed in parentheses.  **p < .01; * p < .05 
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Table 10 Continued  

          

Variable 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

1. M 29.7

1 

3.61 3.52 3.37 3.55 3.65 3.64 2.90 3.42 3.14 13.1

4 

14.1

3 

11.4

1 

12.4

0 

1.52 3.40 3.80 3.14 3.52 3.18 2.83 

2. SD 29.3

4 

1.38 0.69 0.91 0.81 0.77 0.74 0.64 0.95 0.96 4.72 4.51 4.19 4.39 0.56 0.74 0.53 0.80 1.00 0.89 1.30 
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