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Abstract
Emotional intelligence (EI) has shown potential for predicting workplace attitudes, including job satisfaction. However, it is 
unclear how EI works to exert these positive effects (i.e., indirectly through other resources), particularly in those employees 
who experience high levels of emotional labor through frequent interpersonal interactions. The current study examined the 
relationship between ability emotional intelligence, emotional labor strategies, work engagement and job satisfaction in 133 
hospitality employees (110 females; 22 males). Regression analyses showed that emotional abilities did not significantly 
predict employees’ use of emotional labor strategy, job engagement or satisfaction. However, work engagement significantly 
predicted job satisfaction through dedication and vigor. EI did not indirectly predict job satisfaction through work engagement 
or emotional labor strategies. Contrary to existing research, this study suggests the utility of EI in predicting work-related 
outcomes may be limited for those working in the hospitality industry. Findings highlight the necessity for dynamic, applied 
measurement, and for hospitality organizations to focus on the development of training interventions which aim to increase 
engagement.

Keywords emotional intelligence · emotional labor · work engagement · job satisfaction · hospitality

Understanding employees’ emotions in the workplace is 
important given links to job performance, work engagement, 
prosocial and counterproductive behaviors (Tziner et al., 
2020) which are closely linked to employee’s job satisfaction 
(Czarnota-Bojarska, 2015). Job satisfaction - a positive emo-
tional state experienced as a result of employees’ perceived 
job experiences (Locke, 1976; Spector, 1997) - can have 
implications for mental health, turnover intentions and job 
performance for hospitality employees (Kovacs et al., 2018). 
Front-of-house hospitality employees experience high emo-
tional demands due to sustained engagement in customer 
interactions that require positive emotional displays, such 
as friendliness, even in the face of interpersonal challenge 
(Lee & Hwang, 2016). These emotional demands result in 
the use of emotional labor strategies which can be adaptive 
(e.g., deep-acting) or maladaptive (e.g., surface acting) (e.g., 
Grandey, 2003). A recent review has outlined a conceptual 
model of emotional labor which suggests differential use 

of emotional labor approaches can influence employee job 
satisfaction, and emotional intelligence may underpin the 
use of these strategies (Lee & Madera, 2019).

Emotional intelligence (EI) represents how well we per-
ceive, use, understand and manage emotions (e.g., Mayer 
et al., 2000), and appears useful for predicting job satis-
faction in employees across different sectors (Miao et al., 
2017). However, there has been little explicit testing of 
whether job satisfaction can be explained by differences 
in ‘emotionally intelligent’ emotion labor strategy use in 
hospitality employees. Theoretically, those with higher 
EI should be more adept at regulating their emotions and 
the emotions of others to maintain optimal outcomes dur-
ing stressful encounters (Lea et al., 2019). However, cur-
rent evidence is inconsistent regarding the relationship 
between emotional labor strategies and job satisfaction 
(e.g., Lennard et al., 2019) and few studies have examined 
links with reference to ability (skills) vs. trait (emotion-
related personality/self-efficacy) EI. Those that have, 
report relatively weak effect sizes (Wen et al., 2019), sug-
gesting that emotional skills may exert an indirect effect 
on job satisfaction through other key performance factors 
such as work engagement. Studies show that workers with 

 * Lucy J. Swancott
l.swancott@worc.ac.uk

1 School of Psychology, University of Worcester, Henwick 
Grove, Worcester WR2 6AJ, UK

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8586-3192
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12144-022-02818-4&domain=pdf


Current Psychology

1 3

higher levels of EI (emotion understanding; management) 
are more engaged in their work (Akhtar et al., 2015; Thor, 
2012), and this explains the relationship between EI and 
job satisfaction in a pooled sample of a broad range of 
occupations such as self-employed individuals, builders 
and administrators (Extremera et al., 2018). However, this 
indirect relationship is yet to be explored in hospitality 
employees.

Consequently, evidence linking EI to job satisfaction 
through emotion labor strategies is inconsistent and largely 
unexplored in hospitality workers (see Fig. 1 for sum-
mary). There is good evidence to suggest that other key 
work-related variables, such as work engagement, need to 
be considered to fully explain satisfaction in emotionally 

demanding occupations. We seek to examine this through 
the following hypotheses testing predictions drawn from 
the findings of allied literature:

H1: Ability EI (emotion management; emotion under-
standing skills) will be significantly associated with 
increased use of deep acting and decreased use of surface 
acting emotional labor strategies
H2: Ability EI (emotion management; emotion under-
standing skills) will be significantly associated with 
higher work engagement
H3: Less frequent use of surface acting and more frequent 
use of deep acting emotional labor strategies will predict 
levels of job satisfaction

Fig. 1  A conceptualized model showing hypothesized relationships 
between ability EI, emotional labor strategies, work engagement and 
job satisfaction in hospitality employees, with a summary of existing 
literature to support hypothesized pathways. Whilst bivariate links 
between some variables have been reported (H1-H5), to date, testing 
of a combined path model (H6, H7) including all variables is miss-
ing from the literature. Note: EI = emotional intelligence. H1: Ability 
EI (emotion management; emotion understanding skills) will be sig-
nificantly associated with increased use of deep acting and decreased 
use of surface acting emotional labor strategies. H2: Ability EI (emo-
tion management; emotion understanding skills) will be significantly 

associated with higher work engagement. H3: Less frequent use of 
surface acting and more frequent use of deep acting emotional labor 
strategies will predict levels of job satisfaction. H4: Work engage-
ment will be positively associated with increased levels of job satis-
faction. H5: Ability EI (emotion management; emotion understanding 
skills) will be associated with higher levels of job satisfaction. H6: 
Surface acting and deep acting emotional labor strategies will medi-
ate the relationship between ability EI and job satisfaction. H7: Work 
engagement will mediate the relationship between ability EI and job 
satisfaction
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H4: Work engagement will be positively associated with 
increased levels of job satisfaction
H5: Ability EI (emotion management; emotion under-
standing skills) will be associated with higher levels of 
job satisfaction
H6: Surface acting and deep acting emotional labor strat-
egies will mediate the relationship between ability EI and 
job satisfaction
H7: Work engagement will mediate the relationship 
between ability EI and job satisfaction

Methodology

Participants and Procedure

An opportunity sample of hospitality workers (N = 133; 110 
females; 22 males) aged 16-60 (M = 22.38; SD = 6.00) con-
sented to complete an online survey (duration: 20 minutes) 
approved by the University Ethics Committee.

Measures

Ability Emotional Intelligence was measured using the 
19-item Situational Test of Emotional Understanding- Brief 
(STEU-B) (Allen et al., 2014) and the 18-item Situational 
Test of Emotion Management- Brief (STEM-B) (Allen et al., 
2015). These two elements represent ‘strategic’ emotional 
skills in the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso model of EI (Mayer 
et al., 2000) and have been most often implicated in the 
prediction of occupational performance.

Emotional labor strategies were measured using the 
19-item Hospitality Emotional Labor Scale (HELS) (Chu 
& Murrmann, 2006) which taps emotional dissonance (sur-
face acting, e.g., “I fake a good mood when interacting with 
customers”) and emotive effort (deep acting e.g., I try to 

change my actual feelings to match those that I must express 
to customers) management strategies.

Work engagement was measured using the 17-item Utre-
cht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2004) which asks respondents to rate the extent they feel 
work-related energy (vigor), involvement (absorption) and 
devotion (dedication).

Job satisfaction was measured using the 10-item Generic 
Job Satisfaction Scale (GJSS) (Macdonald & Maclntyre, 
1997), which measures employee’s job satisfaction in rela-
tion to job stress, boredom, isolation and danger of illness 
or injury.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the study variables. 
Females had higher levels of emotion management com-
pared to males (t = -2.72 p < .05). All analyses controlled 
for sex differences.

Bivariate relationships show that ability EI (emotion 
understanding and emotion management) does not have a 
significant relationship with emotional labor strategies (sur-
face acting, deep acting; H1) or work engagement (absorp-
tion, dedication, vigor; H2). However, engagement (absorp-
tion, dedication, vigor) and surface acting had a significant 
positive relationship with job satisfaction, whilst deep acting 
did not (H3 and H4; see Table 1).

To understand the extent to which ability EI (emotional 
understanding and emotion management), emotional labor 
strategies (surface-acting and deep-acting) and work engage-
ment collectively predict job satisfaction, a multiple linear 
regression was conducted. The model was statistically sig-
nificant (F(4, 108) = 15.18, p < .001) and accounted for 34% 
(Adj. R2 = .34) of the variance in job satisfaction scores. 
Work engagement was the only statistically significant 

Table 1  Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics for study variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. AEI emotion management -
2. AEI emotional understanding .44** -
3. Absorption -.11 -.13 -
4. Dedication -.07 -.08 .76** -
5. Vigor -.02 .03 .71** .66** -
6. Surface acting -.01 -.12 .29* .37* .27* -
7. Deep acting .02 .08 .18* .17* .17* -.27* -
8. Job satisfaction -.03 .08 .57** .32** .51** .23* .12 -
n 129 121 119 119 120 118 119 117
Mean average (SD) .59(.14) .59(.14) 4.32(1.08) 4.17(1.24) 4.62(1.01) 3.43(.92) 4.56(.88) 3.26(.73)
Mean total (SD) 10.63(2.55) 11.12(2.75) 25.90(6.51) 20.87(6.22) 27.74(6.08) 37.73(10.09) 36.46(7.06) 32.62(7.32)
Range 0-18 0-19 0-42 0-35 0-42 11-77 8-56 5-50
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predictor of job satisfaction scores and was positively related 
to job satisfaction (Table 2).

A follow-up multiple regression examined which 
component(s) of work engagement (absorption, dedication, 
vigor) predicted job satisfaction. The model was statistically 
significant (F(4, 115) = 15.08, p < .001), accounting for 
33% of the variance in job satisfaction scores, with dedica-
tion and vigor being significant predictors of job satisfaction 
(see Table 2).

Mediation analyses were conducted using PROCESS for 
SPSS v.3.3 to test whether EI abilities indirectly predicted 
job satisfaction through work engagement, surface acting 
and/ or deep acting (H6 and H7).

Models were not statistically significant for emotion 
management (b = -.09, 95% BCa CI [-.44, .23], p = .46) or 
emotional understanding (b = -.13, 95% BCa CI [-.49, .18], 
p = .32), not supporting H6 and H7.

Discussion

This is the first study to examine the inter-relations between 
ability EI, work engagement, emotional labor and job sat-
isfaction simultaneously in a hospitality population. Our 
findings suggest work engagement, specifically dedication 
and vigor, is a better predictor of job satisfaction in hos-
pitality employees compared to EI abilities and emotional 
labor strategies. However, work engagement and emotional 

labor strategies did not mediate the relationship between 
emotional intelligence and job satisfaction.

Surprisingly, emotional labor strategies were not related 
to EI abilities or job satisfaction which contrasts with other 
research (e.g., Wen et al., 2019). This may be explained by 
measurement and sampling differences across studies, with 
previous studies mostly conducted outside of the UK (e.g. 
USA, China) and a lack of an overarching conceptual model 
of emotional labor (Lee & Madera, 2019) which future 
research should aim to address.

We measured the strategic aspects of ability emotional 
intelligence only (emotion knowledge; management), whilst 
other studies have focused on trait EI (e.g., Miao et al., 
2017). There is scope to replicate this research incorporat-
ing additional, experiential, measures of ability EI (such 
as emotion perception) alongside Trait EI to look at ways 
the two may interact to support job satisfaction in high EL 
occupations. It is now widely accepted that trait EI (typical 
emotional style) and ability EI (maximal emotional skill) are 
both necessary to support adaptive behavior (Davis & Nich-
ols, 2016). Moreover, using more innovative data collection 
methods, such as experiencing sampling (e.g., Bucich & 
MacCann, 2019), and real time analysis of workers’ emo-
tional states (subjective mood and physiology) during peri-
ods of work, would allow more fine-grained analysis of the 
role of both experiential and strategic EI ‘in action’. Our 
study also sampled workers from across hospitality roles 
(hotels, restaurants) whilst other studies (e.g., Extremera 
et al., 2018) have sampled a broad range of occupations not 
including hospitality such as self-employed individuals, 
managers, builders and administrators.

Finally, despite our findings suggesting EI abilities do not 
play a significant role in predicting employee’s job satisfac-
tion in this sample, it is important to note that there is value 
in training and selecting for EI in the hospitality sector. For 
example, EI abilities enable employees to more easily recog-
nize if a customer is unhappy, allowing them to respond in 
a more efficient way to solve the problem and maintain high 
quality customer service (e.g., Prentice, 2019). Therefore, 
beyond employee engagement and satisfaction, it is impor-
tant that research continues to build on the understanding of 
emotional intelligence in hospitality populations.

Data availability The datasets generated during and/or analyzed dur-
ing the current study are available from the corresponding author on 
reasonable request.
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