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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Background of the Study 

In today's quickly evolving business 

scenario, the retail market is undergoing 

an unprecedented transformation into a 

highly competitive, rapidly paced and 

exceedingly customer-oriented market 

place. In such a dynamic business 

scenario, it is the frontline and lower 

level employees who act as the direct 

human interface between the 

organization and its varied consumer 

base. The success of such an interaction 

plays a decisive role in influencing 

business results such as immediate 

customer satisfaction, customer loyalty 

and profitability of the organization.  

 

However, providing high levels of 

customer service entails that retail 

employees need to regulate, monitor and 

modify their own feelings and 

expressions throughout their working 

hours. Such a psychological phenomenon 

is well-known in management literature 

as "emotional labour". The frontline 

retail employees are very often asked to 

exhibit certain positive emotions like 

warmth, enthusiasm, patience and 

empathy despite their true inner 

emotional states and provoking customer 

behaviour. 

The continual and overwhelming need to 

manage emotions becomes an integral 

factor in defining the process of engaging 

employees within organizations. Employee 

engagement, defined by high vigor, 

dedication, and absorption in the work, 

becomes the main source of psychological 

power behind organizational productivity 

at both individual and organizational 

levels. In the competitive global retail 

sector characterized by high turnover, 

narrow profit margins, and stiff 

competition, maintaining engagement 

among ground level employees poses a 

continuing challenge to HR professionals. 

 

Whenever ground level retail employees 

engage in emotion management with the 

use of positive cognitive processes, then 

their workplace engagement remains 

unaffected and robust. However, whenever 

there is a large gap between true emotions 

and the display of emotions at the surface 

level, then it results in emotional 

exhaustion, cognitive dissonance, and 

quick deterioration of work engagement. 

As such, understanding the process of 

emotion management goes beyond being a 

psychological issue but has become a 

strategic necessity for corporations to 

survive. 
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1.2 Statement of the Problem 

 

Although there is consensus that 

psychological well-being and mental 

health is an important topic of discussion 

in modern management literature, there is 

still a significant lack of knowledge about 

how emotion management works with 

regard to employee engagement, especially 

for the low-level retail employees. The 

available academic literature moves back 

and forth between two completely 

unrelated spectrums. One spectrum 

concentrates solely on the psychological or 

medical ramifications of emotional labor, 

such as stress, burnout, and fatigue. The 

other one, the more traditional one, is 

concerned only with sales practices and 

efficiency measures. 

 

There seems to be a clear conceptual gap 

regarding the differential influences that 

different kinds of emotion regulation 

approaches, particularly surface acting 

(putting on a façade without altering one’s 

true emotions) versus deep acting 

(changing one’s emotions in accordance 

with the demanded display), have on the 

long-term employee engagement in highly 

stressful retail settings. In addition, the 

retail industry has seen some enormous 

changes in its structure in the past decade 

due to technology integration, Omni-

channel commerce platforms, and dynamic 

changes in customer behaviour. These 

dynamic changes in the market 

environment have caused the emotional 

strain to rise to a considerable extent for 

the frontline employees, who are now 

required to provide a flawless experience 

with their polite and emotionally charged 

interactions. There are various fragmented 

studies that present contradicting 

viewpoints regarding the effectiveness of 

the existing support systems within 

organizations to minimize the negative 

effects of emotional labour. The need of 

the hour is to have a systematic synthesis 

of existing empirical literature. 

 

1.3 Rationale and Significance of the 

Review 

 

For this purpose, the present research 

specifically uses the Systematic Literature 

Review (SLR) method to overcome the 

above mentioned significant empirical and 

theoretical shortcomings. In contrast to the 

conventional narrative review method that 

is prone to subjectivity on the part of the 

researcher as well as selective inclusion of 

information/data, the SLR methodology 

offers a robust framework that is highly 

reproducible and free of any subjective 

influences and enables the synthesis of a 

large amount of information in an unbiased 

way. 

 

In terms of importance for the 

management field, there are two 

dimensions to this systematic review. In 

theory, it integrates contradictory and 

scattered results into an integrative 

conceptual framework, thereby explicitly 

identifying the mediating processes and 

conditions (organizational culture, 

socialization of peers, supervisor support) 

that affect the emotion-engagement 

relationship. In practice, this research will 

offer practical insight for retail HR 

managers, retail operation managers, and 

corporate policymakers. Rather than 

viewing emotional exhaustion as an 

inevitable and immutable cost of running a 

retail operation, this research will focus on 

organizational interventions (emotional 

intelligence training, time out for breaks, 

psychological buffer) that can be used to 

convert emotional labour into productive 

emotion engagement. 

 

1.4 Research Questions (RQs) 

In order to structure the thematic synthesis 

of the reviewed literature, this review 

explicitly attempts to address the following 

research questions: 
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RQ1: What are the prevailing themes, 

approaches, and geographical patterns 

within the literature that explores the 

relationship between emotion management 

and employee engagement within the retail 

industry during the past ten years? 

 

RQ2: In what ways does surface versus 

deep emotion regulation differ in terms of 

its effects on the multidimensional concept 

of employee engagement among retail 

employees? 

 

RQ3: What organizational intervention 

mechanisms can be identified within the 

literature as a buffer against emotional 

exhaustion? 

 

2 Literature Review 

 

2.1 Theoretical Framework: 

Conservation of Resources (COR) 

Theory and Affective Events Theory 

(AET) 

In order to examine the intricate 

relationship between emotion management 

and employee engagement in the retail 

industry, the management literature relies 

on two key theoretical frameworks; 

namely, the Conservation of Resources 

(COR) Theory of Hobfoll and the 

Affective Events Theory (AET) by Weiss 

& Cropanzano. 

 

The Conservation of Resources (COR) 

Theory suggests that individuals have 

limited quantities of personal resources 

available to them. These personal 

resources include time, physical energy, 

psychological resilience, and well-being. 

The COR Theory implies that stress and 

psychological strain are caused by a 

potential loss of resources, actual resource 

losses, and the failure of getting rewards 

following substantial investments. In a 

high traffic retail setting, constant 

exposure to stressful and difficult 

customers is a huge drain of the worker's 

emotional resources. An effort to appear 

friendly and professional requires spending 

much psychological energy by the low 

level employees. Due to systematic 

draining of these emotional resources 

without providing the means to recharge, 

the employee will become severely 

exhausted emotionally. As a way of 

protecting themselves from draining all of 

their resources, employees will withdraw 

from the work process. This process will 

be demonstrated by decreased enthusiasm 

at work, dedication, and productivity of 

workers. 

 

Alongside the theory of COR, the Affect 

Events Theory (AET) provides a 

perspective on the micro-level experience 

of the emotions that take place on a daily 

basis among retail employees. According 

to AET, the occurrence of a particular 

event at one's place of employment leads 

to immediate emotional reactions from the 

employees. The emotions experienced in 

the short term directly influence the 

attitude of employees to work, their long-

term job satisfaction and behavioural 

outcomes. In the customer-service settings 

of retail, the appearance of an unpleasant 

or demanding client is considered as a 

negative affective event. Due to lack of 

required psychological techniques that 

would allow regulating emotions properly, 

the employee experiences negative 

emotions such as internal frustration, 

anxiety or anger. It follows from AET that 

due to the necessity of suppressing those 

emotions according to the organizational 

policy, there occurs an internal conflict 

that seriously harms the psychological 

relation of the employee to his or her 

work. Consequently, because of the 

accumulation of the frequency of the 

negative affective events over time, the 

structure of involvement of the employee 

decreases. 

 

2.2 Understanding Emotion 

Management: Surface Acting vs. Deep 

Acting  
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In the discipline of organizational 

psychology, the pioneering theory 

developed by Hochschild regarding 

emotional labour suggests that emotion 

regulation predominantly occurs through 

two separate modes of behaviour. 

Research over the past ten years has shown 

that these two modes produce very 

different results for frontline retail 

workers. 

 

The process of surface acting entails the 

regulation of employees' emotional 

expressions externally without any 

modification of their actual and internal 

emotional states. In essence, surface acting 

on the part of a retail salesperson is when 

the employee has to smile, be polite and 

speak in a gentle tone to the customer 

despite having tremendous stress, tiredness 

or annoyance inside them. Indeed, 

literature uniformly views surface acting 

as a highly demanding, unsustainable and 

maladaptive strategy of coping. Being 

based on extensive emotion suppression 

and faking, surface acting generates a 

condition of profound "cognitive 

dissonance," that is, a psychologically 

painful situation of mismatch between 

one's true internal state and their external 

performance at work. Prolonged cognitive 

dissonance takes up tremendous amounts 

of cognitive resources. Research 

demonstrates that retail employees who 

employ mostly surface acting experience 

extremely rapid rates of professional 

burnout, increased job anxiety, and total 

alienation from work, thus destroying their 

fundamental levels of work engagement. 

 

On the other hand, deep acting may be 

described as a much more proactive, 

cognitive and adaptive method of 

managing one’s emotions. While surface 

acting implies only an attempt to cover up 

one’s outward displays, an employee 

applying deep acting tries to change 

his/her actual inner emotional state in 

order to really match the required 

emotions. For example, a cash register at a 

retail store can use perspective taking or 

cognitive reappraisal techniques by 

considering an angry customer not as a 

direct opponent, but rather as a person who 

is having an extremely stressful day. By 

creating genuine emotions of sympathy 

and patience towards the client, an 

employee will make sure that there will be 

no discrepancy between experienced and 

displayed emotions, thus avoiding any 

potential cognitive dissonance. Research 

shows that even though deep acting does 

involve some initial psychological efforts, 

in the end it becomes a resource-building 

strategy. Genuine positive encounters with 

clients will often evoke positive responses 

from them in return, resulting in the 

replenishment of the emotional resources 

of an employee. 

 

2.3 The Dynamics of Employee 

Engagement in the Retail Sector  

Engagement of employees in the retail 

industry is a specific multi-faceted 

phenomenon, which goes way beyond 

mere job satisfaction and mere 

organizational commitment. Based on the 

popular approach of Schaufeli, work 

engagement can be defined as an 

emotional state, which is characterized by 

the three dimensions of vigor, dedication, 

and absorption. In regard to the lower level 

of the retail industry, these three 

dimensions have constant exposure to 

harsh environmental pressure. 

 

The term vigour is used to refer to 

extremely high amounts of mental 

toughness, physical energy, and the 

willingness to put in the necessary effort in 

doing their job regardless of how hard 

things may become. In the case of the 

frontline worker in the retail shop, the term 

will mean having the physical toughness 

and the mental quickness needed to be able 

to stand up for long periods of time, 

handling the checkout counters, and 

always receiving customers with great 
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vigour. On the other hand, dedication 

means significance, enthusiasm, 

inspiration, and pride in one’s profession. 

Maintaining dedication among the lower-

level retail workers is very hard because of 

the repetitive nature of the task, poor pay, 

and the absence of social prestige usually 

connected with the work. 

 

The current literature makes it clear that 

the interrelationships between the 

aforementioned three factors cannot 

happen in isolation from one another; 

rather, they depend greatly on the 

emotional atmosphere within the 

workplace environment. The nature of 

work in the retail business implies a lot of 

social interactions; hence, engagement 

levels of the staff will change depending 

on how they feel emotionally at any 

particular moment. In case an employee 

feels emotionally drained due to all the 

surface acting and toxic behaviour of 

customers, their level of energy 

deteriorates to chronic fatigue, their 

commitment changes to cynicism, and 

their absorption turns into emotional 

detachment. 

 

2.4 The Nexus between Emotion 

Management, Engagement, and 

Performance  

 

Management studies in the recent past 

have contributed immensely by 

demonstrating the clear causal process 

through which emotional labour processes 

can be shown to affect employee 

engagement and ultimately job 

performance. Employee performance in 

the retail industry is often divided into task 

performance (for example, accuracy of 

sales, speed of service and following 

procedures), and contextual performance 

(for example, assisting other employees, 

extra help for customers and brand 

promotion). From an analysis of empirical 

studies, it is clear that employee 

engagement mediates this process. 

As the employees at the ground level 

undergo training and encouragement for 

deep acting, their emotional  

congruence internally brings about the 

high engagement orientation. Engaged 

employees have a high degree of 

psychological empowerment and 

organizational commitment. Having 

adequate emotional energy, they are able 

to provide excellent customer services, 

handle the consumer grievances 

innovatively, and create upsell prospects. 

Empirical research using structural 

equation modelling has time and again 

found that engaged retail employees 

perform well above average on the job and 

record higher figures in terms of sales than 

do the disengaged retail employees. 

Besides, there is an extraordinary boost in 

their contextual performance, as they are 

much more willing to show organizational 

citizenship behaviours such as helping out 

other stressed-out co-workers during peak 

times in the store and keeping the store 

floor clean and tidy. 

 

As opposed to this, when the 

organizational environment subjects its 

staff members to an endless loop of 

surface acting due to lack of proper 

psychological assistance, a self-destructive 

"loss spiral" happens. The continuous 

depletion of emotional energy makes the 

employees lose their engagement. When 

engagement drops, task and context 

performance are affected badly. 

Disengaged employees tend to be more 

prone to being absent from work, present 

at work but not engaged with the work 

itself, making mistakes in their job and 

dealing with customers in an unemotional 

manner, which will only push the 

consumers towards their competitors. This 

clearly evident relationship shows that 

emotion management is the basic variable. 

It sets the levels of employee engagement, 

which in turn sets the performance of the 

company. 
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Conceptual Model Diagram 

3 Methodology 

3.1 Research Design and Protocol 

In this study, the Systematic Literature 

Review (SLR) is used as a methodological 

framework which enables identification, 

evaluation, and synthesis of the current 

body of peer-reviewed literature on the 

topic of emotion management and 

employee engagement in the retail 

industry. Differently from the usual 

narrative or subjective review, the SLR 

represents an approach that has a set 

structure and is transparent and 

reproducible so as to reduce the influence 

of researchers' bias to the minimum. For 

this purpose, the whole process of 

systematic literature review is conducted 

in accordance with PRISMA Guidelines 

for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses. 

3.2 Search Matrix and Strategy 

The electronic search was conducted using 

two of the most reputable, trustworthy and 

acceptable sources within the field of 

business and management sciences – 

Scopus and Web of Science (WoS). Such 

databases were purposefully chosen since 

they provide thorough and exhaustive 

search capabilities in respect of high-

impact journals focused on organization 

behavior, human resource management, 

service marketing, and retail management. 

For achieving topical specificity and recall, 

an advanced search matrix with the use of 

Boolean operators (AND, OR) and 

wildcard symbols was elaborated. All the 

search terms were used for conducting 

search in the database's Title, Abstract and 

Keywords (TITLE-ABS-KEY) fields. The 

exact search string used for both databases 

is specified below: ("emotion* 

management" OR "emotional labour*" OR 

"surface acting" OR "deep acting" OR 

"emotion* regulation") AND ("employee 

DEPENDENT VARIABLE: JOB PERFORMANCE 

MEDIATING VARIABLE: EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT 

• Vigor (Mental resilience and high physical energy levels)        

• Dedication (Sense of significance, pride, and enthusiasm)        

• Absorption (Deep concentration and happy immersion in tasks)     

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE: EMOTION MANAGEMENT     

• Surface Acting (Faking expressions / High Cognitive Dissonance)

• Deep Acting (Altering internal feelings / Perspective-taking)

THEORETICAL & CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK     

• Task Performance (Sales accuracy, speed of service, protocols)   

• Contextual Performance (Citizenship behaviors, peer support) 
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engagement" OR "work engagement" OR 

"vigor" OR "dedication" OR "absorption") 

AND ("retail*" OR "frontline*" OR 

"customer-facing" OR "ground-level 

workforce") 

The time frame used during the search was 

narrowed down to ten years of peer-

reviewed articles from 2016 to 2026. The 

specified timeframe provides the capability 

to review the recent structural changes in 

the retail operation (such as post-pandemic 

adaptations in the workplace and 

digitalization of customer interfaces). 

3.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

In order to screen out unnecessary papers 

and to make sure that only those papers 

which are completely relevant to the 

research questions remain in the pool, 

inclusion and exclusion criteria were 

defined before beginning the screening 

process. 

 

• Inclusion Criteria (IC) 

1. Peer-reviewed journal papers 

written in the English language. 

2. Empirical (quantitative, 

qualitative, or mixed-

methodology) studies or 

theoretical perspectives, that 

explicitly connect an emotion 

management technique with one 

of the core dimensions of 

engagement in the workplace. 

3. All research studies conducted 

solely in the retail sector, 

involving frontline employees. 

 

• Exclusion Criteria (EC) 

1. Non-peer-reviewed papers, 

including conference papers, 

chapters of books, white papers, 

Ph.D. dissertations, or editorials. 

2. Papers dealing with middle level 

managers, corporate managers, 

or non-retail sectors such as 

health care, heavy 

manufacturing, or clinical 

psychology. 

3. Not available for the full text or 

lack peer review process. 

3.5 Data Extraction and Synthesis 

The screening procedure was undertaken 

through three consecutive stages. The first 

stage entailed identifying and eliminating all 

duplicates found in Scopus and Web of 

Science. The second stage involved 

examining the titles and abstracts of the 

selected papers based on their relevance to 

the retail industry and emotions. Finally, in 

the third stage, the full texts of the selected 

articles were obtained and critically assessed 

using the inclusion criteria. 

 

A structured data extraction form was 

developed for extracting pertinent data from 

each of the final selected articles. The 

categories of data that were extracted 

included: Authors and Year of Publication, 

Geographical Setting, Methodological 

Approach (e.g., Survey, Case Study), 

Sample Size, Emotion Strategy under 

Investigation, and Main Findings. Overall, a 

qualitative thematic analysis was conducted 

based on the final data set, where the 

findings were grouped into different 

conceptual themes representing the whole 

causality chain between emotion and 

performance. 

 

4 Results and Discussion 

 

4.1 Synthesis of Selected Studies (Themes 

and Trends) 

 

The synthesis of 55 articles of high quality 

between the years 2016 to 2026 on the basis 

of themes shows a marked change in the 

nature of analysis of emotion management 

in today's retail setting. Literature can be 

divided into three major thematic groups:  

 

(1) The detrimental psychological 

process of surface acting,  
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(2) Resource generation ability of 

deep acting and  

(3) The protective function of 

support systems at 

organizational level and 

supervisor level.  

 

Geographically speaking, even though 

previous literature was mostly concentrated 

in the retailing environment of North 

America and Europe in the last decade, 

there is a sharp increase in literature from 

the emerging economies of Asia, owing to 

the quick growth of chain retailing firms. 

 

In methodological terms, the literature that 

has been synthesized is marked by cross-

sectional survey methodology with self-

reported measures used extensively. At the 

same time, there has been an emerging 

pattern of mixed methodologies and the 

usage of daily diaries in the last three years. 

It should be noted that the modern approach 

is more concerned about the fluctuating 

nature of the phenomenon at work peak 

times, including holiday shopping periods 

and weekends. It has been found out that the 

lowest-level customer-facing employees are 

the most vulnerable to the emotional 

exhaustion. 

 

4.2 The Differential Impact of Surface vs. 

Deep Acting on Engagement 

 

The results of the synthesized literature 

yield a conclusive and empirical answer 

regarding the effects of different emotion 

regulation techniques on employee 

engagement. In all studies exploring surface 

acting, there is a highly significant and 

negative relationship with all the three 

constructs of work engagement: vigor, 

dedication, and absorption. In line with the 

Affective Events Theory (AET), the act of 

forcing a fake smile by a cashier at a store 

when facing an aggressive client creates a 

form of cognitive dissonance which turns 

into a psychological stressor. The constant 

repressing of negative emotions exhausts the 

energy level of an individual immediately, 

resulting in a loss of vigor and dedication. 

    

However, in direct contrast to that, it is the 

deep acting approach that is considered 

extremely adaptive and resource-

generating. Whenever low-level retail 

employees manage to engage in cognitive 

reappraisal and achieve the congruence 

between their emotions and the 

organization’s display requirements, the 

psychological price of such a behavior 

remains minimal. Employees practicing 

deep acting regularly get positive 

reinforcement and appreciation from 

customers. In line with the COR theory, 

such positive reinforcement provides an 

employee with external resources, thus 

replenishing his/her psychological capital. 

This leads to the maintenance of high work 

absorption and energy among frontline 

workers practicing deep acting. 

 

4.3 The Mediating Role of Engagement on 

Job Performance 

 

One of the crucial insights that come out of 

the selected empirical research is the strong 

mediation role of employee engagement in 

making emotion management produce 

actual results for organizations. There is a 

large body of literature that proves that 

emotion management not only influences 

the psychological well-being of employees 

but also affects the profitability of 

organizations via two types of performance 

– task performance and contextual 

performance. 

 

When retail employees are highly engaged 

because of efficient deep acting, they 

perform better on tasks. They are faster at 

work at the checkout counters, accurate in 

their product suggestions and better at 

upselling the product. Most importantly, 

their contextual performance (assessed via 

OCBs) rises. Engaged employees show 

willingness to help their fellow workers in 

difficult moments and provide proactive 
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services that improve the organization's 

brand image. In the case of surface acting, 

which destroys engagement, task 

performance suffers. Disengaged retail 

employees tend to behave in a robotic and 

cold manner while dealing with clients, 

make numerous mistakes in transactions and 

generally suffer from psychological 

withdrawal, which leads to lost sales and 

poor customer feedback. 

 

5 Conclusion 

 

5.1 Summary of Contributions 

 

Through this literature review, the important 

link between the management of emotion, 

employee engagement, and performance on 

the job of lower-level workers has been 

systematically studied. The research covered 

over a decade of academic investigation 

(2016-2026) using two theoretical 

frameworks – the Conservation of 

Resources Theory and Affective Events 

Theory. Thus, this literature review 

contributes to an academic understanding of 

how frontline workers' ability to manage 

emotions determines their level of 

psychological attachment to their job by 

analysing 55 quality peer-reviewed 

academic papers. 

 

The main academic contribution of the 

literature review can be seen in its clear 

mapping of the causal pathway from 

emotion to engagement to performance. It is 

found that employee engagement is a 

psychologically dynamic process which is 

highly sensitive to emotional dissonance. 

Surface acting leads to the development of a 

vicious cycle involving burnout and poor 

performance while deep acting promotes a 

virtuous circle resulting in increased 

efficiency and organizational citizenship 

behaviours. In addition, it becomes evident 

that there are organizational processes 

which need to be carried out in order to 

protect employees from exhaustion at the 

ground level. 

 

 5.2 Strategic Implications for Retail 

Management. 

 

These findings have significant practical 

implications for current retail operations 

directors, human resource professionals, and 

managers of the stores. The era in which the 

success of physical retailing depends on its 

ability to distinguish itself from the online e-

commerce industry through better customer 

experience in terms of human contact 

necessitates treating the emotional 

wellbeing of frontline workers not as a 

secondary priority. The human resource 

managers need to abandon the obsolete and 

inflexible policy guides requiring employees 

to "always be smiling" in any case. Retail 

companies should introduce evidence-based 

emotional intelligence training programs 

teaching their workers how to master the 

technique of deep acting, cognitive 

perspective taking, and reappraisal. 

 

Moreover, retail operations should 

introduce the structure of psychological 

protection for their frontline workers. It 

should include developing positive break 

rooms hidden from public view, providing 

structured cooling down after negative 

interactions with customers, as well as 

training floor supervisors on emotional 

support of workers. Thus, by switching the 

emphasis from emotional manipulation to 

the emotional wellbeing of employees, retail 

companies will be able to substantially 

decrease high employee turnover rates, 

increase sales productivity, and build the 

highly motivated frontline workforce. 
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