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Abstract 

As emotions play a crucial role in organizations, many researchers have turned their 

attention to examining emotions in organizational behavior studies to gain a more in-depth 

understanding of human behaviors within organizations. Leaders’ emotions are deemed 

important as key elements of effective leadership. Leaders attempt to manage their emotions 

when interacting with their followers, and these emotions ultimately influence their wellbeing 

and attitudes. Perceived organizational justice is also proposed as an important factor that 

might intervene this relationship. Hence, this paper proposed a theoretical framework for 

studying the relationship between leaders’ emotional labor strategies and wellbeing, in which 

perceived organizational justice is the mediating factor.  

Keywords:  Emotions, Emotional Labor, Leaders‘ Wellbeing, Emotional Exhaustion, 

Organizational Commitment, Perceived Organizational Justice 

 

I. Introduction 

Emotions are considered as key factors in human resource research. As such, many 

researchers have paid great attention to emotions in their studies (e.g. Callahan, 2000; 

Kunnanatt, 2004; McEnrue & Groves, 2006). Organizations identified emotions in 

organizational outcomes as a cornerstone to survive in competitive work boundaries. Recent 

studies (Ahmad-Mughal, Nisar, Othman, & Kamil, 2017; Butt, Nisar, Nadeem, & Baig, 2017) 

have realized the importance of integration between organizational behaviors and emotions to 

gain effective outcomes and modern theories of emotions. Therefore, researchers have turned 

their attention to examining emotions in organizational behavior studies to gain a more in-

depth understanding of human behaviors within organizations. Furthermore, studies also 

proposed that employees‘ emotional display has a positive association with employees‘ 
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performance, satisfaction, psychological well-being and overall organizational outcomes 

(Pugh, 2001; Tsai, 2001; Tsai & Huang, 2002). These findings further revealed that emotional 

display develops a positive relationship with clients which foster a competitive advantage. For 

this reason, organizations need to ensure their employees to display the required emotions and 

attitudes when interacting with others (Grandey, 2000).  

Tang, Gu, and Cui (2017) recommended that emotion is the most common challenge 

in organizational behavior and leadership, depending on the ability of leaders to manage and 

use their own emotions in employee emotion management. By considering this point of view, 

emotional labor has been introduced as a new work demand. Emotional labor is considered a 

crucial concept in management studies due to its effective relationship with employees‘ 

outcomes such as employees‘ retention, burnout and their job satisfaction (Brotheridge & 

Lee, 2003; Rubin, Tardino, Daus, & Munz, 2005), which in turn, affect customers‘ 

satisfaction and overall organizational performance (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Gelade & 

Young, 2005; Volker et al., 2010; Williams & Skinner, 2003). 

In the perspective of leadership, emotional labor strategies play a vital role in 

leadership effectiveness. Leaders‘ emotions that influence their behaviors and followers‘ 

outcomes might leads to effective leadership (Humphrey, Ashforth, & Diefendorff, 2015; 

Humphrey, Burch, & Adams, 2016; Miao, Humphrey, & Qian, 2016; Wang, 2011). 

Previously, few studies identified and introduced leaders‘ emotional labor concept in 

leadership (Brotheridge, Lee, Humphrey, Pollack, & Hawver, 2008; Gardner, Fischer, & 

Hunt, 2009; Rathi, Bhatnagar, & Mishra, 2013; Torland, 2013; Wang, 2011). According to 

Ottenbacher and Harrington (2010), there is a need for exploring the crucial role of emotional 

labor associated with leadership due to the competitive and dynamic environment. 

Organizations paid great attention towards their leadership effectiveness and emotional labor 

strategies which considered to be key elements associated with effective leadership 

(Brotheridge, Lee, Boss, & Sims Jr, 2008; Humphrey, 2008, 2012). Meanwhile, Bono and 

Vey (2005b) argued that emotional labor is considered an integral part of organizational 

productivity and profitability in businesses. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to highlight 

the importance of emotions at the workplace and to examine the role of leaders‘ emotional 

labor strategies towards their wellbeing. Moreover, this study also proposed the mediating 

role of perceived organizational justice between leaders‘ emotional labor strategies and well-

being (organizational commitment and emotional exhaustion).  
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II. Literature Review 

Leaders‘ attitudes and well-being leads to effective leadership. Previous studies 

almost ignored to integrate leaders‘ emotions with their attitudes and wellbeing. Nevertheless, 

several studies found that leaders‘ emotions play a significant role to influence their wellbeing 

(e.g., Humphrey et al., 2015; Humphrey et al., 2016; Torland, 2013; Wang, 2011). Given the 

importance of emotional labor, it is highly valuable to explore and investigate how leaders‘ 

emotional labor strategies related to leaders‘ wellbeing (organizational commitment and 

emotional exhaustion). Besides that, the role of perceived organizational justice as a mediator 

will be also examined. 

A. Leaders’ Wellbeing 

In this study, the wellbeing of leaders comprised of two constructs, namely, 

organizational commitment and emotional exhaustion. 

Organizational Commitment  

Organizational commitment is conceptualized as ―strength of an individual‘s 

identification with and involvement in an organization‖ (Porter, Steers, Mowday, & Boulian, 

1974). Highly committed employees put great efforts on behalf of their organization to 

achieve organizational values and goals (Steers, 1977). A study conducted by Salancik (1977)  

defined organizational commitment as ―a state of being in which an individual becomes 

bound by his actions and through these actions to beliefs that sustain the activities of his own 

involvement‖. While another study refers organizational commitment as ―the relative strength 

of an individual‘s identification with and involvement in a particular organization‖ (Mowday, 

Steers, & Porter, 1979). They further described it as the degree of individuals‘ readiness and 

willingness to put his efforts for organizational achievement. Besides that, O‘Reilly and 

Chatman (1986), in their study conceptualized organizational commitment as ―the 

psychological attachment felt by the person for the organization; it will reflect the degree to 

which the individual internalizes or adopts characteristics or perspectives of the 

organization‖. Meanwhile, Mathieu and Zajac (1990) refer organizational commitment as ―a 

bond or linking of the individual to the organization‖. 

Furthermore, Allen and Meyer (1990) defined it as ―psychological state that binds the 

employees to the organization‖ and introduced a model for commitment which contains three 

components such as normative commitment, affective commitment, and continuance 

commitment. Normative commitment refers to individuals‘ feelings of responsibility and 

obligation to attach with the organization, and this type of commitment is determined by 
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employees‘ experiences, values, attitudes and socio-cultural background before joining the 

organization (Newman, Thanacoody, & Hui, 2011). Similarly, in affective commitment, 

employees have emotional attachment and identification with the organization and enjoy their 

involvement and membership in their organization. Continuance commitment is defined as 

perceptions regarding the cost when they have to go away and leave the organization (Allen 

& Meyer, 1990). In 1990s, organizational commitment was the major focus of research 

studies and great attention has been paid to theories development for organizational 

commitment (Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2002). 

Emotional Exhaustion 

Emotional exhaustion is considered the crucial element of burnout (Maslach, 1982).  

Jackson, Turner, and Brief (1987) defined emotional exhaustion as a stress-related reaction 

and state of exhausted energy due to excessive and unnecessary emotional and psychological 

demands. According to Wright and Cropanzano (1998), emotional exhaustion it is manifested 

by feelings of emotionally and psychologically drained. Similarly, it described the feelings of 

being emotionally exhausted by work (Frijda, 1994; Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Shirom 

(2005) argued that emotional exhaustion is a core element of burnout and refers to the 

employees‘ feelings of exhaustion and tiredness and being emotionally overloaded and 

overextended while interacting with others. Meanwhile, Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter 

(2001) refer emotional exhaustion as ―stress-related exhaustion of the emotional and physical 

power of the individual‖. It is the stage where individual‘s energy depleted by excessive 

demands regarding emotions display while interacting with others (Khan, Imran, & Nisar, 

2016; Saxton, Phillips, & Blakeney, 1991).  

B. Leaders’ Emotional Labor Strategies  

Hochschild (1983) was the first researcher who proposed that deep acting and surface 

acting as two major dimensions of emotional labor. Study results also identified passive deep 

acting and active deep acting as dimensions of emotional labor. In passive deep acting, 

employees‘ emotions managed automatically while in active deep acting employees express 

their emotions consciously according to situations. Moreover, Humphrey was the first 

researcher who introduced this concept in leadership literature and proposed that leaders 

adopt emotional labor strategies when they express their emotions to influence followers‘ 

motivation and moods. Humphrey and his colleagues defined emotional labor as a process 

which leaders adopt to manage their emotions to influence their subordinates. By referencing 

Hochschild's theory, they also defined surface acting as a process in which leaders manipulate 
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their outer emotions but in reality, they don‘t feel that emotions. Similarly, deep acting also 

defined as a process in which leaders put efforts to experience the real emotions they display 

(Humphrey at al., 2008). Surface acting and deep acting both deemed to be compulsory and 

effective strategies that leaders adopt when they didn‘t display suitable emotions impulsively 

(Totterdell & Holman, 2003; Grandey, 2003). The concept of leaders‘ emotional labor still 

treated theoretically. Literature highlighted that role of emotional labor in leadership almost 

ignored. During the review, few studies found that identified and introduced leaders‘ 

emotional labor concept in leadership literature (Humphrey et al., 2008; Gardner et al., 2009; 

Wang, 2011; Rathi et al., 2013; Torland, 2013).   

C. Organizational Justice 

 Organizational justice can be defined as individuals‘ sense of fairness within the 

organization  (Di Fabio & Palazzeschi, 2012). Byrne and Cropanzano (2001) refer 

organizational justice as ―at its most general level, organizational justice is an area of 

psychological inquiry that focuses on perceptions of fairness in the workplace‖.  Similarly, 

organizational justice is all about the individuals‘ perceptions regarding fairness and equality 

in outcomes, processes for that outcome and the way they are treated by others (Cropanzano, 

Rupp & Byrne, 2003).  

 According to Bies and Moag (1986), organizational justice consists of three 

dimensions such as interactional justice, procedural justice, and distributive justice. 

Procedural justice referred as ―perceived fairness of the procedures used to determine the 

outcomes that an employee receives‖ (Greenberg, 1990). Distributive justice is defined as 

―perceived fairness of the distributive outcomes that an employee receives from an 

organization‖ (Folger & Cropanzano, 1998). It reflects the employees‘ elucidation regarding 

the appropriateness and fairness of employment outcomes (Yucel, 2013). Organizational 

justice was originated from equity theory developed by Adams (1965). According to this 

theory, individual makes perception on their outcomes and matches their outcomes with their 

own as well as others‘ efforts and contribution. Gurbus and Mert (2009) argued that 

employees compare their outcomes with others and in comparison, results, they believe that 

they are treated unfairly or fairly Furthermore, Lambert (2003) stated that organizational 

justice is also considered as a predictor of organizational effectiveness. 

D. Leaders’ Emotional Labor Strategies and Wellbeing 

Recent studies integrated the leaders‘ emotional labor strategies with their wellbeing 

and directed that there is in need to further examine the role of leaders‘ emotions in leadership 
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studies (Humphrey et al., 2015; Humphrey et al., 2016). In this study, leaders‘ wellbeing is 

conceptualized of organizational commitment and emotional exhaustion. 

E. Emotional Labor Strategies and Organizational Commitment 

 Cho, Rutherford, and Park (2013) examined the effect of emotional labor on retail 

environment among 221 salesmen in South Korea. They further investigated the effect of 

emotional labor and emotional exhaustion on employees‘ organizational commitment. Results 

proved that emotional labor as a significant predictor of affective organizational commitment. 

Moreover, affective events theory (cite the scholar) also supports this logical relationship 

between emotional labor and organizational commitment. According to this theory, emotional 

labor significantly affects individuals‘ attitudes and behaviors. Furthermore, another study 

examined the influence of emotional labor on employees‘ commitment and their performance. 

Data were collected from 136 nurses working in community hospitals. Results of this study 

also revealed that surface acting has a significant and negative effect on employees‘ 

organizational commitment. While the deep acting is positively and significantly related to 

organizational commitment (Ghalandari, Jogh, Imani, & Nia, 2012).  

Similarly, Bozionelos and Kiamou (2008) also studied the relationship between 

emotional labor strategies and organizational commitment and highlighted that both 

dimensions of emotional labor (surface acting, deep acting) has a negative association with 

organizational commitment. Besides this, another study elucidated that employees with the 

frequent use of emotional labor with balanced thinking feel strong organizational commitment 

(Groves & Vance, 2007). One of the previous studies also examined the relationship between 

emotional labor and organizational commitment among nursing staff. Results revealed that 

surface acting positively influence employees‘ commitment (Yang & Chang, 2008). In 

addition, a study conducted on among childcare employees and elaborated the same findings 

regarding the negative correlation between surface acting and organizational commitment 

(Seery & Corrigall, 2009). Furthermore, Rathi et al. (2013) conducted a study to examine the 

crucial role of emotional labor for employees‘ organizational commitment in the hospitality 

sector, which comprised of 204 frontline hotel employees. Findings showed that both 

dimensions of emotional labor have a significant relationship with employees‘ commitment. 

Meanwhile, Humphrey et al. (2015) explored the bright side of emotional labor and their 

results illuminated that deep acting is not harmful to individuals‘ wellbeing. Their study 

further revealed that deep acting was significantly and positively related to performance, 
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satisfaction and organizational commitment. In contrast, surface acting was found to has a 

negative relationship with these constructs (Humphrey et al., 2015). 

Even though there are studies on the relationship between emotional labor strategies 

and organizational commitment, however, limited research is available in the context of 

leadership. Thus, more study is needed to provide more understanding of this relationship.  

F. Emotional Labor Strategies and Emotional Exhaustion 

Numerous studies examined the effect of emotional labor strategies on emotional 

exhaustion (e.g., Chau, Dahling, Levy, & Diefendorff, 2009; Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011; 

Ibanez-Rafuse, 2010; Lee & Chelladurai, 2016; Martínez-Iñigo, Totterdell, Alcover, & 

Holman, 2007; Raman, Sambasivan, & Kumar, 2016; Rathi et al., 2013; Sohn, Lee, & Yoon, 

2016; Wang, 2011). A meta-analytic study by Kammeyer‐Mueller et al. (2013) reviewed 116 

primary studies and found that surface acting is negatively and significantly related to 

individuals‘ outcomes such as exhaustion and stress. Different meta-analyses proved that 

surface acting has a significant association with stress and it also harmful for wellbeing (Bono 

& Vey, 2005a, 2005b; Hayyat, Nisar, Imran, & Ikram, 2017; Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011; 

Kammeyer‐Mueller et al., 2013; Wang, Seibert, & Boles, 2011). 

In addition, a study by Kammeyer‐Mueller et al. (2013) further revealed that deep 

acting was positively related to work-related outcomes. Meanwhile, a recent study by Nisar, 

Imran, Othman, Kamil, and Marchalina (2017) revealed that deep acting was negatively and 

significantly associated with emotional exhaustion. Previous studies argued that individuals 

who adopt deep acting and modify their emotions according to the required situation have less 

emotional exhaustion level than others (Johnson & Spector, 2007; Lee & Chelladurai, 2016; 

Philipp & Schüpbach, 2010; Sohn et al., 2016; Wang, 2011). Although there are studies on 

the relationship between emotional labor and emotional exhaustion, however, there is still 

lack of research in examining the role of emotional labor strategies with regards to leadership 

effectiveness. 

G. Mediating Role of Perceived Organizational Justice 

Recent studies also highlighted the crucial role of perceived organizational justice in 

emotions management studies. Leaders manage their emotions more effectively if they 

perceive to be treated fairly while performing required emotions (Martínez-Íñigo & 

Totterdell, 2016). Furthermore, previous empirical studies showed basic reason behind the 

individuals‘ psychological disturbance is negative and unfair perceptions regarding justice 

(Greenberg, 2006). Justice and perceived fairness play a significant role and explain the 
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relationship between emotions regulations and individuals‘ behaviours  (Martínez-Íñigo & 

Totterdell, 2016). Furthermore, previous studies completely ignored the mediating role of 

justice in emotions regulation and wellbeing relationship as Martínez-Íñigo and Totterdell 

(2016) claimed in their study that previously no study investigated the mediating role of 

distributive justice between the relationship of emotions regulation and individuals‘ 

wellbeing. Moreover, the role of perceived organizational justice with respect to emotions 

regulation is not acknowledged and encouraged by organizations (Glomb, Kammeyer-

Mueller, & Rotundo, 2004; Grandey, Chi, & Diamond, 2013). Meanwhile, Martínez-Íñigo 

and Totterdell (2016) introduced distributive justice and examined the mediating role of 

distributive justice between the association of emotional regulation strategies and emotional 

exhaustion. This study highlighted that procedural and interactional justice may be included 

as a mediator between emotional regulations and emotional exhaustion as previously 

dimension of justice were ignored in emotions related studies. In addition, organizational 

justice can be added in further studies as a mediator in emotional labour and wellbeing studies 

(Martínez-Íñigo & Totterdell, 2016), therefore this study fills this gap by introducing 

organizational justice as a mediator between the relationship of leaders‘ emotional labour and 

outcomes. 

H. Gaps in Literature 

Wang (2011) claimed that its need to examine the leaders‘ attitudes and wellbeing in 

further studies. In addition, emotional exhaustion is deemed as more dominance to measure 

the leaders‘ attitudes as some of the recent studies also used it to measure the leaders‘ 

behaviors (Wang, 2011). Moreover, the emotional regulation theory also supports that leaders 

experience emotional exhaustion while interacting their followers, as sometimes they have to 

express unwanted emotions which leads to increase exhaustion level (Grandey, 2000; Gross, 

1998). Therefore, this study is going to measure the leaders‘ emotional exhaustion while 

measuring their attitudes and wellbeing because recent studies identified that there is need to 

examine the negative consequences of emotions management (Wilding, Chae, & Jang, 2015). 

Furthermore, this study also included an organizational commitment in leaders‘ attitudes as 

the bright side of leaders‘ behaviors with respect to emotions is almost ignored in previous 

studies (Li & Liang, 2016). Similarly, one of the recent studies examined the impact of 

emotional labor on an effective commitment for salesman working in South Korea. This study 

identified that further studies should integrate emotional labor with overall organizational 

commitment (Cho et al., 2013). Moreover, another study also considered organizational 
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commitment and employees‘ performance as an important dimension to measure the 

individuals‘ attitudes and behaviors (Harrison, Newman, & Roth, 2006). 

Beside this, a recent study also highlighted the crucial role of perceived 

organizational justice in emotions management studies. Leaders manage their emotions more 

effectively if they perceive to be treated fairly while performing required emotions (Martínez-

Íñigo & Totterdell, 2016). Furthermore, previous empirical studies showed basic reason 

behind the individuals‘ psychological disturbance is negative and unfair perceptions regarding 

justice (Greenberg, 2006). Justice and perceived fairness play a significant role and explain 

the relationship between emotions regulations and individuals‘ behaviours  (Martínez-Íñigo & 

Totterdell, 2016). Furthermore, previous studies completely ignored the mediating role of 

justice in emotions regulation and wellbeing relationship as Martínez-Íñigo and Totterdell 

(2016) claimed in their study that previously no study investigated the mediating role of 

distributive justice between the relationship of emotions regulation and individuals‘ well-

being. Moreover, the role of perceived organizational justice with respect to emotions 

regulation is not acknowledged and encouraged by organizations (Glomb, Kammeyer-

Mueller, & Rotundo, 2004; Grandey, Chi, & Diamond, 2013). Meanwhile, Martínez-Íñigo 

and Totterdell (2016) introduced distributive justice and examined the mediating role of 

distributive justice between the association of emotional regulation strategies and emotional 

exhaustion. This study highlighted that procedural and interactional justice may be included 

as a mediator between emotional regulations and emotional exhaustion as previously 

dimension of justice were ignored in emotions related studies. In addition, organizational 

justice can be added in further studies as a mediator in emotional labour and wellbeing studies 

(Martínez-Íñigo & Totterdell, 2016), therefore this study fills this gap by introducing 

organizational justice as a mediator between the relationship of leaders‘ emotional labour and 

outcomes. This study is based on of Social exchange theory (Homans & Merton, 1961) and 

emotions regulation model (Gross, 1998) as the given framework is based on these two 

underpinning theories. 

II. Propositions 

From the preceding discussion, the following propositions are put forth:  

Proposition 1: Leaders‘ surface acting will have a significant influence on leaders‘ 

commitment. 

Proposition 2: Leaders‘ deep acting will have a significance influence on leaders‘ 

commitment. 
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Proposition 3: Leaders‘ surface acting will have a significance influence on leaders‘ 

emotional exhaustion. 

Proposition 4:  Leaders‘ deep acting will have a significance influence on leaders‘ emotional 

exhaustion. 

Proposition 5:  Perceived organizational justice will mediate the relationship between 

leaders‘ emotional labor and leaders‘ commitment. 

Proposition 6:  Perceived organizational justice will mediate the relationship between 

leaders‘ emotional labor and leaders‘ emotional exhaustion. 

III. Research Framework 

The following framework is developed on the basis of social exchange theory 

(Homans & Merton, 1961), emotions regulation model (Gross, 1998), theoretical gaps and 

previous literature. Future studies may empirically test this model. It is proposed that leaders‘ 

emotional labor strategies (surface acting & deep acting) may have a significant role towards 

their well-being (organizational commitment and emotional exhaustion). Moreover, 

organizational justice is perceived to mediate the relationship between leaders‘ emotional 

labor strategies and their well-being. 

Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV. Discussion and Conclusion 

Emotions are considered valuable for human experiences that regulate the human 

actions and thoughts. In past, emotions in workplace supposed irrelevant and unimportant 

therefore not perceived as workplace essential phenomenon (Grandey, 2000). However, in the 

last few years, organizational management and researchers realized the importance of 

emotions and its benefits at the workplace. Emotions in the workplace become more 

demanding due to competitive pressure in the services sector. Leaders‘ positive emotions 

directly related to the evaluation of organizations‘ services quality (Pugh, 2001). Moreover, 
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leaders with effective use of an appropriate variety of emotional labor strategies have their 

followers with high performance and positive job attitudes. When leaders adopt emotional 

labor strategies, it may influence their well-being and attitudes. 

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to identify the key role of leaders‘ emotions 

management for their well-being. This study proposed that leaders‘ emotional labor strategies 

may have a significant contribution towards their well-being. On the basis of underpinning 

theories and literature review, this study identified that leaders‘ emotional labor strategies 

play a significant role to shape the leaders‘ behaviors and attitudes. Furthermore, literature 

supported this argument that leaders‘ emotional labor strategies (surface acting & deep 

acting) has a significant relationship with leaders‘ well-being (organizational commitment 

and emotional exhaustion). On the basis of extensive literature review, this study proposed 

that surface acting may have a positive association with emotional exhaustion and negatively 

related to organizational commitment. Meanwhile, deep acting also may be negatively related 

to leaders‘ emotional exhaustion and positively related to their organizational commitment. 

Moreover, the study also highlighted the mediating role of perceived organizational justice 

between leaders‘ emotional labor strategies and well-being (organizational commitment and 

emotional exhaustion). Thus, this study proposed that perceived organizational justice is an 

important factor that may intervene this relationship.  

This study proposed a theoretical framework that needs to empirically tested in future 

studies. Further studies may test this framework empirically to gain insight understanding 

regarding the association of these understudy constructs. 

V. Limitations and Future Directions  

This study has several limitations that need to be addressed in future research. This 

study is conceptual in nature and did not empirically test the understudy constructs. It 

proposed a research framework on the basis of theories and previous literature. Therefore, 

future studies may want to test this proposed framework empirically to practically examine 

the role of leaders‘ emotional labor strategies towards their well-being by concentrating the 

mediating role of perceived organizational justice. Moreover, this study only focused on 

leaders‘ well-being and ignored to the followers‘ perspectives. Recent studies signified that 

leaders‘ emotional labor strategies play a great role to shape their followers‘ behaviors. As 

such, future studies might want to focus on followers‘ behaviors.   
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