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Abstract

This study examines the impact of emotional labor on emotional exhaustion of
academics in state universities in Sri Lanka. The study is quantitative. Data was

collected through a standard questionnaire from 221 academics in state universities
in Sri Lanka. Regression analysis was used to analyze data. Findings of the study
reveals that there is a positive impact of emotional labor on emotional exhaustion
while the impact ofsurface acting on emotional exhaustion is greater than the impact
of deep acting on emotional exhaustion. Further, this study has theoretical and
practical implications.
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1. Introduction

Teaching is an occupation, which consists of high level of work-related
tension (Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006). The main responsibility of
teaching profession is supporting with the learning activities of students to
achieve their educational goals. Literature shows that teaching requires
considerable amount of emotional labor (Ogbonna & Harris, 2004). They
further revealed that emotional labor is associated with negative
psychological consequences such as stress and emotional exhaustion that
cause to emerge burnout among teachers. Lee and Ashforth (1990) have
mentioned that emotional exhaustion as the most important demonstration
and the central quality of burnout. Hence, emotional labor is a serious
problem affecting the psychological and social well-being of service workers
(Hoschschild, 1983). Hochschild (1983) further describes two dimensions of
emotional labor as deep acting and surface acting. Surface acting means that
employees fake to feel the things that they do not feel in reality (Ashforth &
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Humphrey, 1993). If an individual tries to feel the real emotions that he 
required to feel because of the rules of behavior, it is defined as deep acting. 
In deep acting, emotions are actively encouraged, concealed or shaped 
(Basim & Begenirbas, 2012). 

Empirical evidence (e.g., McDermid, 2010; Milner & Hoy, 2003) shows that 
most of the teachers left their jobs because of dissatisfaction and emotional 
exhaustion. For an example, one fourth of Novice teachers leave their 
occupation before their third year, and nearly 40% leave the teaching within 
the first five years after being qualified in United States (Milner & Hoy, 
2003). According to McDermid (2010), less than one out of ten teachers 
remain until retirement in Germany. However, when looking at Sri Lanka, 
there can be seen a limited research attempts (e.g., Hewage & Fonseka, 2015; 
Thisera & Silva, 2016) on emotional labor and emotional exhaustion.  

Researchers conducted a pilot survey and discussions in order to verify 
whether Sri Lankan academics get emotionally exhausted or not. It was 
conducted using 30 academics. Findings of the pilot survey revealed that 
majority (78%) of them get exhausted. Further, discussions conducted with 
several academics exposed that are vulnerable to exhaustion. With the 
support of the results of pilot survey, discussions and empirical evidence, the 
present study examines why academics are emotionally exhausted in state 
universities in Sri Lanka? In order to answer this research problem, the impact 
of emotional labor; deep acting and surface acting on emotional exhaustion 
were tested.  

2. Literature Review  

Emotional exhaustion refers to feelings of being emotionally overextended 
and depleted of one’s emotional resources (Maslach, 1993, p.20, 21). Lee and 
Ashforth (1990) have mentioned that emotional exhaustion, the feeling of 
emotionally tired as the most important demonstration and the central quality 
of burnout. Job dissatisfaction, turnover intention, absenteeism, and physical 
illnesses are some of the consequences of emotional exhaustion (Youngmi, 
2016). The services provided for clients are gradually depreciated by it 
(Maslach & Goldberg, 1998). Further, burnout occurs as a reaction to 
occupational stress in the occupations with human interactions (Maslach, 
Jackson, & Leiter, 1996). The feelings that people experience, reflect on, 
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interpret, express, and manage are called as emotions (Thoits, 1989; Mills & 
Kleinman, 1988 as cited in Chu, 2002). These emotions are influenced by 
cultural, social, interpersonal and situational conditions and beginning 
through social interaction (Martin as cited in Chu, 2002). Chu (2002) further 
mentioned that people experience many suppressing felling in their day to 
day lives and display such emotions as socially accepted. Regulating one’s 

emotions and complying with social norms is known as emotion work 
(Hochschild, 1990).  

The Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 2001) is used to 
explain how emotional labor contributes to explain the variance in emotional 
exhaustion in the current study (Noor & Zainuddin, 2011). This theory 
examines the collaboration between the person and the environment and the 
degree of compatibility between demands in the environment and the 
individual’s resources to deal with those demands. The basic principle of 

COR theory is that almost all the people in the world are struggle to attain, 
keep, protect and nurture the valuable things that they have. That is 
individuals are trying to gather and reserve the resources more and more for 
the better direction of the demands and challenges in their lives. Anything 
which adds positive value to a person is known as a resource. According to 
Hobfoll (1988), resources can be divided into two parts as personal and 
external resources (features of the environment).  

Personal values such as importance of achievement, personality traits such as 
hardiness and internal locus of control and other characteristics including 
positive affect are known to be as personal resources while the environmental 
resources are vary depending on the kind of environment that the person 
works. Importantly, a major environmental resource, which supports to 
reduce the stress and emotional exhaustion, is the social support from 
colleagues in the working environment. However, the importance of the COR 
theory is that it considers the both individual and environmental resources 
simultaneously and culture defines the extent of values and ranks of these 
resources. The fundamental idea of the theory is that stressful situations lead 
to resource losses. 

When looking at the emotional labour, Hochschild (1983) has defined EL as 
the management of feeling to create a publicly observable facial and bodily 
display; emotional labor is sold for a wage and therefore has exchange value 
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(p.7). Moreover, Hochschild (1983) mentioned that surface and deep acting 
represent two distinct techniques to manage emotion. Moreover, Grandey 
(2000) explained this concept as the process of regulating both feelings and 
expressions for organizational goals. Following paragraphs are devoted to 
discuss the relationship between emotional labor and emotional exhaustion. 

3. Surface Acting and Emotional Exhaustion  

Kinman et al. (as cited in Anomneze, Ugwu, Enwereuzor, & Ugwu, 2016) 
has explored the relationship among emotional labor, burnout and job 
satisfaction among secondary school teachers in United Kingdom. In their 
study, they found that there is a significant positive association between 
emotional labor and emotional exhaustion. Moon, Hur, and Jun (2013) found 
that surface acting is positively associated with emotional exhaustion. 
Moreover, there are past studies (e.g., Bono & Vey, 2005; Grandey, 2003; 
Karim, 2009; Thisera & Silva, 2016) which have shown a positive impact of 
surface acting on emotional exhaustion. Accordingly, hypothesis 1 is set with 
the support of empirical research and COR theory.  

H1:  There is positive impact of surface acting on emotional exhaustion 

among academics in state universities in Sri Lanka. 

4. Deep Acting and Emotional Exhaustion  

When looking at empirical studies on deep acting and emotional exhaustion, 
there can be seen inconsistent findings. For examples some researchers (e.g., 
Moon et al., 2013; Thisera & Silva; 2016) found that deep acting was 
negatively associated with the emotional exhaustion. At the same time, many 
other studies (e.g., Bono & Vey, 2005; Grandey, 2003; Karim, 2009) have 
shown a positive association between deep acting and emotional exhaustion. 
Noor and Zainuddin (2011) found a positive relationship between emotional 
labor and emotional exhaustion in their study conducted using female 
teachers. Accordingly, the next hypothesis is set based on empirical evidence 
and COR theory. 

H2:  There is an impact of deep acting on emotional exhaustion among 
academics in state universities in Sri Lanka. 
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5. Methodology 

The present study is an explanatory and quantitative study attempted to 
investigate ‘why academics are exhausted? This is a cross sectional study. 
The unit of analysis is individual. The population of the study was all the 
academics in state universities in Sri Lanka and used 221 academics from all 
faculties. Convenience sampling technique was used to collect data while 
using a self-administered questionnaire. Questionnaire was developed using 
standard measures available for each variable of emotional labor and 
emotional exhaustion. Moreover, demographic information was obtained. 
Data screening was done before testing hypotheses. Then preliminary 
analysis was done to ensure normality, linearity, validity, reliability, 
correlation, as well as common method variance. Regression analysis was 
used to test hypotheses. 

6. Measures 

Emotional labour was measured using the measure developed by Brotheridge 
and Lee (1998, as cited in Youngmi 2016). This measure includes eight (08) 
Likert scale questions on a range of five values in order to enhance the quality 
of the data captured. Further, the concept emotional exhaustion was tested 
through Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach, 1981). It consisted with nine 
questions (09) with seven point Likert scales ranging from never to always. 
Apart from the above mentioned validated measures, demographic 
information of respondent such as gender, age, marital status, years of 
teaching experience, the current designation and the highest educational 
qualification were asked. 

7. Sample Composition  

The data were gathered from all state universities listed under university 
Grant Commission. The sample consisted with 55% of females and 45% of 
male academics. Majority of the sample (44%) belonged to the age group of 
between 25 to 35 years old academics. Further, the sample comprised 40% 
(Majority) of lecturers. 32% of them was lecturer (probationary) and there 
was only 3 % of professors from the sample. Senior lecturers were only 25%.  
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8. Data Analysis  

8.1. Hypotheses Testing 

Researchers tested the direct impact of emotional labor on emotional 
exhaustion by using the simple regression analysis. 

8.2. Direct Effect 

H1:  There is positive impact of surface acting on emotional exhaustion 
among academics.  

Regression analysis was carried out to find the variance of dependent variable 
from the explanation of independent variable. According to the table 01, R 
Square value is .424 with sig value 0.000. Beta value is 0.28 and it is positive. 
Therefore; it reveals that there is a significant positive impact of surface 
acting on emotional exhaustion. Accordingly, the H1 is supported.  

Table 01: Results of the Regression Analysis 

Construct R Value R Square Beta Value Sig Value 

Surface Acting 0.651 0.424               0.28 0.000 

Deep Acting 0.743 0.552                0.31 0.000 

Source: Survey Data 

 
H2:  There is an impact of deep acting on emotional exhaustion among 

academics.  

According to the table 01, R Square value is .552 with the significant value 
of 0.000. The beta value is 0.31. It reveals that there is a significant, positive 
impact of deep acting on emotional exhaustion. Accordingly, the above 
mentioned H2 is supported.  

9. Discussion 

As per the findings of the study there is an impact of emotional labor 
on emotional exhaustion among academics. Moreover, present survey 
data reveals that 42% of impact of surface acting on emotional 
exhaustion among academics. Since it is a positive impact, when 
surface acting increases, that causes to increase the exhaustion of 
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academics while consistent with previous studies (Bono & Vey, 2005; 
Grandey, 2003; Karim, 2009; Thisera & Silva, 2016)  

Moreover, Deep acting positively influenced over emotional 
exhaustion. The variation of the emotional exhaustion is explained by 
55% by the deep acting. There can be seen inconsistent finding on the 
impact of deep acting towards emotional exhaustion. These findings 
are consistent with precious studies (Bono & Vey, 2005; Grandey, 
2003; Karim, 2009). 

10. Limitations 

There can be seen few limitations of the present study. Though the data 
was collected using convenience sampling, the study used a 
representative sample of all state universities in Sri Lanka. Further, the 
study used only single method of data collection, the questionnaire 
method was used to collect data for the present study. However, apart 
from the questionnaire method, structured observations and structured 
interviews with standardized questions can also be used under the 
survey strategy. Moreover, the present study focuses the impact of 
emotional labor only on the emotional exhaustion. There are another 
two dimensions in the burnout syndrome apart from emotional 
exhaustion that should be taken in to consideration. 
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