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1. Background
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Aims: This scoping review aims to examine the level and outcomes of emotional labor in nurses.

Background: Nursing is a highly emotional profession that requires nurses to experience a wide range of emotions and control
their emotional expressions in nursing practice. Chronic emotional labor and emotional burden not only impact nurses’ in-
dividual well-being and professional performance but also their job satisfaction and turnover intention.

Evaluation: This scoping review was guided by a five-stage scoping review framework and the PRISMA-ScR checklist. Eight
databases were searched and 41 studies were reviewed.

Key Issues: The Emotional Labor Scale and the Emotional Labor Scale for Nurses were the most commonly used instruments.
Significant associations were found between emotional labor and 52 outcomes, which were categorized into two main themes:
nurses’ personal well-being and organizational well-being. There were 19 mediators and 12 moderators between nurses’ emotional
labor and 26 different outcomes.

Conclusions: While the level of emotional labor among nurses remains uncertain, its consequences are plentiful and intricate.
Studies have shown an important relationship between nurses’ emotional labor and individual and organizational well-being,
which is crucial for nurse managers. There is a need to explore the positive effects of nurses’ emotional labor and its impact on
patients. Additionally, validation studies of the instruments used to measure nurses’ emotional labor are necessary.
Implications for Nursing Management: The insights gained from this scoping review provided a more comprehensive un-
derstanding of emotional labor for nurse managers. This knowledge can be utilized to design training programs on emotional
management and to explore different interventions aimed at alleviating the adverse impacts of nurses’ emotional labor.

Keywords: emotional labor; nurses; nursing management; scoping review

external emotional expression but also attempts to experi-
ence the displayed emotion through various techniques. For
example, individuals may imagine positive emotional events

Emotional labor was proposed by Hochschild [1] in her book
“The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feel-
ing.” It was defined as the management of feelings to create
a publicly observable facial and bodily display for reward. A
two-dimensional structure of emotional labor was proposed,
namely, surface acting and deep acting [1]. Surface acting is
when employees express emotions that differ from their true
feelings by adjusting their physical behavior or facial re-
actions without shaping their inner feelings, such as faking
or hiding emotions. Deep acting not only modifies their

to feel and express positive emotions. Subsequently, Die-
fendorff, Croyle, and Gosserand [2] verified that the ex-
pression of naturally felt emotions is a unique strategy in
addition to surface acting and deep acting. It means that
employees’ authentic emotional experience is consistent
with the emotional presentation rules required by the or-
ganization, and they will naturally express their genuine
emotions. Since Hochschild’s work, emotional labor has
been widely applied in various fields, including nursing.
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Smith [3] introduced the concept of emotional labor to the
field of nursing by describing how student nurses and ward
sisters manage their emotions for the benefit of patients.
Emotional labor in nursing is conceptualized as a process
whereby nurses adopt a “work persona” to express their
autonomous, surface or deep emotions during patient
encounters [4].

Nursing is an emotionally complex occupation, and
nursing work involves a combination of emotional, physical,
cognitive, and organizational labor [5]. Given that care and
patient-centered interpersonal orientation are central to the
spirit of the nursing profession [6], nurses often need to
regulate their emotions and exhibit appropriate emotional
states during patient interactions [4]. Emotional labor is
a high level of professional competence for nurses, and
emotional involvement is an essential element of the ther-
apeutic relationship between healthcare professionals and
patients [7]. According to the conservation of resources
theory, chronic emotional labor and emotional burden not
only affect nurses’ professional performance and job satis-
faction but also their physical and mental health, as well as
the quality of patient care [8].

Over the past few decades, numerous studies have fo-
cused on the outcomes of emotional labor for nurses, such as
burnout, turnover intention, and job satisfaction. Despite
these major findings, several issues deserve our attention. On
the one hand, the research findings of nurses’ emotional
labor are varied, involving individual mental health [9],
organizational commitment [10], work engagement [11],
and service levels [12]. On the other hand, these findings
have not always been consistent. For example, research has
shown that nurses’ emotional labor is positively associated
with burnout and turnover intention [13]. However, Peng
found a positive effect of nurses’ emotional labor, which had
a beneficial impact on their professional values [14]. Fur-
thermore, there is a lack of synthesis of knowledge regarding
the outcomes of emotional labor in nurses.

It is imperative for nurse managers to understand the
level and outcomes of emotional labor. First, nurses expe-
rience a significant amount of emotional labor. 52.97% of
nurses reported that they experienced empathetic emotions
such as sympathy, sadness, compassion, and grief [15].
Additionally, nurses reported a 34.1% prevalence of emo-
tional exhaustion during the COVID-19 pandemic
according to a systematic review [16]. Second, emotional
labor may have negative impacts on nurses and nursing
organizations, such as affecting nurses’ physical and mental
health [17], decreasing nurses’” work engagement [11], and
increasing their burnout [18], which in turn affects the
quality of patient care. Third, the shortage of nursing staff
and high turnover rates have been major issues in global
healthcare [19]. The study indicated that nurses’ emotional
labor was a significant factor contributing to their turnover
intentions [20]. A better understanding of the level and
consequences of emotional labor for nurses is essential for
developing effective interventions. Nurse managers can
implement strategies to prevent and manage burnout in

nurses, as well as promote effective emotional management
strategies for nurses. Therefore, the scoping review aims to
evaluate and summarize existing data on emotional labor
level and outcomes in nurses.

2. Review Questions

® What is the level of nurses’ emotional labor and how is
it measured in the existing literature?

® What outcomes for nurses and patients are associated
with emotional labor, and what are the mediators and
moderators between emotional labor and these
outcomes?

3. Methods

3.1. Design. This scoping review was performed following
the five-stage approach of Arksey and O’Malley: (1) iden-
tifying the research question, (2) identifying relevant studies,
(3) study selection, (4) charting the data, and (5) collating,
summarizing, and reporting the results [21]. The protocol
was registered on the Open Science Framework. The
PRISMA-ScR checklist [22] was used to guide this review.

3.2. Searching Strategy and Study Selection. Several electronic
literature databases (Web of Science, PubMed, CINAHL,
PsycINFO, Scopus, Embase, ScienceDirect, and Wiley
Online Library) were searched to identify relevant studies
until April 2024. We selected “nurs*,” “emotional labour,”
“emotional labor,” and “emotional work” as the search
keywords by referring to the similar reviews [23, 24]. Studies
were sought in English, and an example of the search strings
in PubMed is provided in Appendix A, Supporting Data.

Relevant articles were considered for inclusion if they
met the following criteria: (1) data from original studies, (2)
related to nurses (publications discussing other healthcare
workers or nursing students were excluded), (3) measured
the level of emotional labor of nurses quantitatively, (4)
reported personal or work-related outcomes related to
emotional labor of nurses, (5) utilized regression analysis or
path analysis to analyze the data, (6) the full text was
available, (7) written in English, and (8) published in peer-
reviewed journals.

All retrieved studies were imported into EndNote software.
After removing duplicates, two researchers (HBF and XTL)
independently reviewed the titles, abstracts, and full texts of the
studies according to the pre-established criteria.

3.3. Data Extraction. Data from the included articles were
extracted after a thorough review of the literature. A stan-
dardized Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was used for data ex-
traction, including author, publication date, country/region,
study design, study aim, population sample, theoretical basis,
the tool used to measure emotional labor, emotional labor
scores, outcomes, data analysis, and recommendations.



3.4. Data Synthesis. The extracted data were summarized
narratively. Characteristics of the included studies, scales to
measure emotional labor, and significant outcomes in quan-
titative studies were classified and presented in tabular form.
The outcomes of emotional labor were described in terms of
individual well-being and organizational well-being according
to Grandey’s emotional regulation model [25]. Individual well-
being includes burnout and job satisfaction, and organizational
well-being involves performance and withdrawal behaviors.

4. Results

4.1. Search Results. We identified a total of 2532 studies up to
April 2024. 1303 articles were retained after removing dupli-
cates. Among these articles, we conducted two rounds of re-
view: the first was based on the title and abstract, and the
second aimed to remove articles that did not meet the inclusion
criteria by reading the full text. In addition, we did not limit the
publication time to maximize the search for relevant studies.
After that, 41 studies were selected for the review. Figure 1
shows the PRISMA flowchart of the whole selection process.

4.2. Study Characteristics. Table 1 shows the main charac-
teristics of the included studies. 41 articles were published
from 2011 to 2024, and 24 (58.54%) of the studies were
published in the last five years. They used a cross-sectional
study design (n =39) and longitudinal design (n=2). Most
studies were conducted in East Asia, with 14 in Korea and 10
in China. Among the remaining 17, 6 were conducted in
Australia, 3 in Turkey, 2 in the USA, 1 in Finland, 1 in
Germany, 1 in Ghana, 1 in India, 1 in Iran, and 1 in Italy. The
participants in 37 studies were general registered nurses, 2
studies included nurses and midwives, 2 studies included
psychiatric nurses, and 1 study involved community nurses.
The settings for all studies were hospitals. Regarding the
theoretical framework of the included studies, 21 theories
were used in 17 studies. The most commonly used theories
were the Job Demands-Resources Model (n=7) and the
Conservation of Resources Theory (n=5). All the findings
presented were related to nurses’ emotional labor. The
statistical analysis methods used included linear regression,
mediator model, and structural equation model.

4.3. Instruments for Measuring Emotional Labor. The
Emotional Labor Scale developed by Brotheridge and Lee
(n=8) and the Emotional Labor Scale for Nurses (n=6)
were the most commonly used instruments to measure
emotional labor in nurses. There were several other emo-
tional labor scales developed from different researchers, for
example, the emotional labor scale developed by Morris and
Feldman and the emotional labor scale developed by Die-
fendorff. Table 2 summarizes the properties of the in-
struments and the scores of emotional labor among nurses.

4.4. The Level of Emotional Labor Among Nurses. There were
considerable variations in the scales measured, the range of
scores (1 to 4, 1to 5, 1to 6,and 1 to 7), and the dimensions

among the instruments used in the included studies. For
example, the scale used by Karimi et al. [17] had only a single
dimension of emotional dissonance. Bartram’s et al. [18]
study only provided the number of items on the scale
without describing the score range and dimensions. Even
though they used the same scale, some articles reported
mean scores while others reported total scores. Therefore, it
is difficult to compare the levels of emotional labor between
studies.

Therefore, we used the descriptions in the studies to
define the level of emotional labor of the nurses. Six studies
reported emotional labor scores. Zaghni et al. [61] and
Yilmaz et al. [59] stated that nurses were at a moderate level
of emotional labor, Wu et al. [55] and Kwon et al. [44] found
a moderate to high level, and Delgado et al. [31] and Lee and
Ji [46] reported that nurses’ emotional labor was at
a high level.

In addition, inconsistent results were found in the de-
scription of nurses’ emotional labor strategies. Cheng et al.’s
[28] study identified hiding as the most common emotional
labor strategy used by nurses, and Yilmaz et al. [59] also
showed that nurses had the highest scores on superficial
behaviors. However, Pooja and Bhoomadevi [51] and Yoon
and Kim [60] found that nurse participants used deep acting
strategies more frequently.

4.5. Relationships Between Emotional Labor and Outcomes.
Our review identified significant associations between
nurses’ emotional labor and 52 outcomes categorized into
two main themes: nurses’ personal well-being and organi-
zational well-being. Table 3 demonstrates the significant
outcomes related to nurses’ emotional labor.

Thirty three studies focused on personal well-being,
which was divided into burnout, satisfaction, and personal
psychological states. Most studies have shown that
emotional labor was negatively correlated with burnout
and psychological states, and that high levels of emotional
labor meant high burnout, high stress, high depression,
and low resilience. However, some dimensions such as
emotion regulation efforts [46], deep acting [32], and
expression of natural emotions [32, 38] showed opposite
results, as they were significantly negatively associated
with burnout. Yilmaz et al’s [59] study also showed
a decrease in depression level among nurses as their
emotional labor increased. In addition, an inconsistent
relationship was found between emotional labor and job
satisfaction. Almost all the studies have demonstrated
a negative correlation between surface acting and job
satisfaction and a positive relationship between deep
acting and job satisfaction. However, Pooja and Bhoo-
madevi [51] suggested that surface acting had a significant
positive effect on job satisfaction.

Seventeen outcomes were related to organizational well-
being, including job performance and withdrawal behaviors.
Firstly, eight studies showed a mixed relationship between
emotional labor and nurses’ job performance. Mauno et al.
[11] suggested that higher emotional labor was associated
with lower work engagement. However, the findings of
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F1GUure 1: PRISMA flowchart for study selection.

Wang and Chang [54] and Kim and Jang [41] showed that
higher emotional labor was related to higher customer-
oriented behaviors and prosocial behaviors. A study
showed that surface acting was negatively associated with
organizational contribution [57], while on the contrary,
Pooja and Bhoomadevi [51] demonstrated a positive effect of
surface acting, with higher surface acting related to higher
emotional involvement. Nine studies analyzed the re-
lationship between emotional labor and nurses’ withdrawal
behaviors. Majority of studies have shown that higher
emotional labor is associated with higher turnover intention
[18, 20, 44, 73]. In addition, higher surface acting was as-
sociated with higher turnover intention [30], higher ab-
senteeism [49], and higher presenteeism [53]. Higher deep
acting was associated with lower turnover intention [30] and
reduced presenteeism [53].

Finally, it is important to note that a study [33] examined
the relationship between emotional labor and workplace
violence among nurses, revealing that emotional labor could
reduce workplace violence.

Among the included studies, we identified 19 mediators
and 12 moderators between nurses’ emotional labor and 26
outcomes. Stress (n=4) was the most frequently tested
mediator linking emotional labor to three different out-
comes, including well-being, burnout, and emotional ex-
haustion. Three studies explored the mediating role of
burnout between emotional labor and turnover intention
and presenteeism. Two studies showed that the nurse-
patient relationship mediated the relationship between
emotional labor and nurses’ burnout and job satisfaction.
Several other significant mediators and moderators were
only examined in individual studies, such as core self-
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evaluation, surface acting self-efficacy, emotional in-
telligence, resilience, affective commitment, leader-member
exchange, perceived organizational commitment, and or-
ganizational support.

5. Discussion

5.1. The Level of Emotional Labor. When analyzing the level
of the emotional labor of nurses, it is important to consider
the differences between these measurement instruments.
First, there were more than 10 different scales used for
measurement in all of the included studies. Various in-
struments measure different dimensions. For example, the
scale developed by Diefendorff [2] included surface acting,
deep acting, and expression of naturally felt emotions.
Morris and Feldman [63] focused on the need for emotional
labor, which included frequency of emotional labor, at-
tention level of emotional expression, and emotional dis-
sonance. In Wang and Chang’s study [54], the expression of
positive emotions and the suppression of negative emotions
were measured. Second, even though different studies used
the same scale, the dimensions measured by the researchers
also varied. For instance, the emotional labor scale de-
veloped by Brotheridge and Lee appeared to be described
and used differently in five studies [28, 30, 31, 45, 50].
Pisaniello, Winefield, and Delfabbro [50] even used two
scales simultaneously to measure nurses’ emotional labor. In
addition, many studies failed to provide adequate psycho-
metric data about their instruments. Most studies provided
Cronbach’s alpha for the scales but did not report data
related to validity. Four studies did not even report the score
ranges or related psychometric data. This inconsistency
made it difficult to compare the reported scores. It illustrates
the insufficient integration of emotional labor theories in the
field of nursing, particularly the absence of consistent op-
erational concepts when measuring emotional labor.

5.2. Emotional Labor Outcomes. Our review integrated
consequences associated with nurses’ emotional labor,
which not only confirmed Grandey’s emotional labor model
but also supplemented this theoretical framework. For ex-
ample, we also identified individual mental health outcomes
associated with emotional labor for nurses, including de-
pression, anxiety, stress, and resilience. It was notable that
we did not identify patient outcomes associated with nurses’
emotional labor. Drach-Zahavy, Buchnic, and Granot [85]
investigated the relationship between midwives’ emotional
labor strategies and the birth experience. The findings
revealed that deep acting enhanced the maternal birth ex-
perience. This suggests that we could analyze the relation-
ship between patient experience and nurses’ emotional labor
strategies, which could offer valuable information and
guidelines for nurse managers and nursing practitioners to
improve patient satisfaction.

The findings confirmed the complex outcomes of nurses’
emotional labor. On the one hand, the emotional labor of
nurses was found to increase burnout, decrease job satis-
faction, impair mental health, and increase turnover

intention. On the other hand, nurses’ emotional labor
yielded positive outcomes. It was able to decrease de-
pression, increase job satisfaction, and even reduce work-
place violence. This finding is consistent with the results of
Yao et al. [58], a study showing the curvilinear effects of
emotional labor. This phenomenon could be explained in the
following three ways. First, emotional labor represents
a nursing competence. Emotional role is a crucial aspect of
the professional responsibilities of nurses. Emotional labor
in healthcare settings can be defined as behaviors or skills
required to engage in caring roles, identify others’ emotions,
and manage their own emotions [24]. Nurses not only
experience strong emotions in their work but also con-
sciously utilize these emotions to improve their practice [7].
The outcomes of emotional labor may depend on in-
dividuals’ management skills in different situations. For
example, many studies have shown that surface acting is
associated with depression, low resilience, low work en-
gagement, low job satisfaction, high burnout, and high
turnover intention in nurses, while deep acting yields more
positive results. Contrary to the hiding and suppression of
surface acting, nurses who use deep acting consciously
engage in emotional self-regulation and promote cognitive
shifts to generate a genuinely empathic response. Therefore,
nursing managers should pay attention to nurses’ emotional
demands and emotional regulation skills by providing
emotional management training to encourage the use of
deep acting strategies. Second, the Job Demands-Resources
Model [86] also contributed to our understanding of the
phenomenon, focusing on the interactions between work
demands and work resources. Aspects of nursing in-
teractions are part of emotional labor [87], and emotional
labor in nursing contexts encompasses three types: thera-
peutic, instrumental, and collegial. Delgado et al. [23]
reviewed emotional labor in nursing, which includes di-
versity in caring, dealing with negative emotions, caring for
the terminally ill, and procedural nursing. It reflected the
high emotional work demands of nursing. Surface acting
and deep acting are the two most commonly used emotional
labor strategies, which can deplete individuals’ emotional
resources. Comparatively, engaging in deep acting with
emotion regulation can help nurses change their inner
feelings, consume fewer emotional resources, and produce
positive personal and organizational well-being. However,
chronic emotional effort can deplete nurses’ emotional re-
sources and lead to negative outcomes. Finally, the complex
outcomes may suggest the need for a deeper understanding
of the process and contents of nurses’ emotional labor.
Unlike traditional theories, emotional labor in the context of
healthcare settings has reciprocal value for both staff and
patients [24]. Nurses’ emotional labor is a genuine ex-
pression of compassion or a “gift” to the patient [5], which
can provide excellent patient care and can be used to fa-
cilitate nurse-patient reciprocity. Smith and Gray also ad-
vocated that current models of emotional labor are limited in
addressing the complexities associated with practice and
management in the healthcare service [88]. This requires
a new framework to provide a flexible theoretical basis.



Our findings also demonstrated mediators and mod-
erators associated with nurses’ emotional labor, providing
insight into the mechanisms of emotional labor. This is
a basis for nurse managers to improve nurses’ satisfaction
and decrease nursing turnover. First, at the individual level,
emotional intelligence [17, 73], self-efficacy [49], stress [61],
and core self-appraisal [8] played a key role. It is implied that
nurse managers should pay attention to nurses’ emotional
experiences in order to reduce the negative effects of
emotional labor on job satisfaction. At the same time, they
should focus on enhancing the emotional intelligence of
nurses to develop their emotional management skills and
confidence. Nurse managers can provide emotional man-
agement training, such as emotional therapy and mind-
fulness, to help nurses acquire appropriate emotional
regulation strategies, reduce stress level, improve the quality
of care, and decrease burnout and turnover intentions.
Second, from an organizational perspective, perceived high-
performance work system [18], team climate [28], perceived
organizational support [33, 40, 45], leadership-member
exchange [46], and work ethic [11] were able to mitigate
the negative effects of emotional labor. This also implies
strategies for providing emotional resources and support to
clinical nurses. Nurse managers can reduce nursing turnover
by implementing high-performance work systems, creating
a positive team climate and a healthy work environment, and
providing positive organizational support. In addition, fo-
cusing on nurse managers leadership skills and commu-
nication behaviors with team members can be beneficial in
improving nurses’ sense of organizational support in the
workplace. Support groups could be established to facilitate
the sharing of dilemmas and emotional experiences among
nurses to improve their work ethic and shield them from the
adverse effects of emotional labor.

6. Limitations

We must acknowledge some limitations of the scoping re-
view. First, qualitative studies and gray literature were not
included, and only studies in English were retrieved, which
might lead to reporting bias. Second, except for two lon-
gitudinal studies, most studies were cross-sectional, which
did not allow for causal inferences. Finally, the rules of
emotional expression may differ across cultures. We should
note that more than half of the original studies were from
East Asia, which could be related to their collectivist culture.
Eastern collectivistic cultures prioritize concern for others,
and individuals are expected to manage their emotions and
be sensitive to the emotions of others to promote harmony
[89]. As a result, emotional expression tends to be more
controlled in these cultures, with a strong emphasis on
emotional regulation. This implies that future research may
need to focus on the variations in emotional labor among
nurses in different cultural contexts.

7. Conclusions

The findings of this review suggest that the emotional labor
of nurses has received increasing attention, along with

a growing body of related studies. The summary and analysis
of the levels and outcomes of nurses’ emotional labor ad-
vance this body of knowledge. Nurse managers can use the
results of this review to recognize and value nurses’ emo-
tional labor and comprehend the individual and organiza-
tional outcomes. At the individual level, nurse managers can
focus on nurses’ emotional experiences and emotional in-
telligence. They can also provide training in emotional
management to help nurses to deal with the diverse emo-
tional demands of the workplace. At the organizational level,
healthcare institutions and nurse managers need to provide
positive organizational support and emotional resources for
clinical nurses to reduce nursing turnover intentions.

8. Implications for Nursing Management

This review has important implications for nursing man-
agement. The findings can help nursing managers to have
a better understanding of the level of nurses’ emotional labor
and its impact on both individuals and organizations.
Nursing managers are advised to provide appropriate
training and courses regularly to improve nurses’ ability to
manage emotions in patient interactions. In addition, it is an
important step to explore different interventions to mitigate
the negative effects of nurses’ emotional labor.

Nurse managers and researchers need to pay attention to
the following issues when researching emotional labor
among nurses. First, it is important to select an emotional
labor measurement instrument with good reliability and
validity that is appropriate for healthcare workers. Second, it
is necessary to explore the relationship between nurses’
emotional labor and patient-related outcomes, for example,
to assess whether different emotional labor strategies can be
perceived by patients and how they may contribute to the
experience of patients. Finally, focus on the positive effects of
emotional labor. Exploring appropriate emotional labor
from a positive perspective can help nurses to be more
motivated and build trusting relationships with patients.
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