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Introduction 

 

Post-secondary education is a stressful environment for students and staff alike. Students 

are reporting increased stress around financial strain, concern for their future, academic stress, 

and issues adjusting to post-secondary life after high school (Linden & Stuart, 2020). Staff are 

confronted with their own stressors in the post-secondary workplace in addition to dealing with 

an increasingly anxious student body. Non-academic staff report feeling high levels of 

psychological stress due to changing budgets, loss of resources, and overworked support systems 

(Gillespie, Walsh, Winefield, Dua, & Stough, 2001), while simultaneously reporting high levels 

of satisfaction with the work they do (Winefield & Jarrett, 2001). Academic staff face similar 

challenges, as studies show they report immense satisfaction in their work but cope with anxiety, 

depression, and feeling overworked (Schindler et al., 2006). Morrish (2019) found referrals to 

counselling services for post-secondary staff in the UK between 2009 and 2015 increased by 

77% and occupational health service referrals increased by 65%, indicating a rising trend in 

psychological distress. Studies in Australia have found that three quarters of staff – including 

customer service and academic – reported physical health issues due to stress, and psychological 

issues like anxiety (Gillespie et al., 2001). One-half reported that these issues also affected their 

family. Another study on Australian schools found that psychological stress levels among full-

time non-academic general staff were higher than workplace averages from other industries, and 

higher than similar schools in the UK (Morrish, 2019; Winefield & Jarrett, 2001). Taken 

together, the post-secondary workplace presents a conundrum for staff – the work is incredibly 

rewarding, but the workplace is psychologically troubling. 
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Customer service staff in post-secondary environments deal with an additional stress 

factors in their day-to-day work. Staff working in front-line roles make regular use of emotional 

labour: the act of altering one’s emotional display in order to adhere to display rules in the 

workplace (Hochschild, 1983) which has been directly linked to increased burnout (Yagil, Luria, 

& Gal, 2008). Customer service work is typically transactional in nature, with customers 

interacting with a service provider for a short time until their issue or request is resolved. But the 

effects of emotional labour and burnout on customer service staff are anything but transactional. 

Staff who make use of surface acting in their work have been found to experience more 

emotional exhaustion and have higher turnover (Goodwin, Groth, & Frenkel, 2011). Emotional 

exhaustion, as defined by Al-Hawari, Bani-Melhem, and Quratulain (2019) is a feeling of 

helplessness and hopelessness from excessive use of emotional resources. The emotional strain 

required to maintain courtesy and cordiality in the face of negative customer behaviour 

eventually becomes so much that service staff are simply unable to keep up the act and fall into a 

state of burnout.  

Negative interactions with a customer can lead the service professional to ruminate and 

experience negative thoughts for up to two days after the service experience (Wang et al., 2013), 

which means these interactions can spill over into relationships at home, or affect customer 

interactions in the following days. Furthermore, “forcing a smile” or regular alteration of one’s 

emotions in order to satisfy work or cultural rules around service interaction has been directly 

linked to increased alcohol abuse (Grandey, 2019). These increased emotional and psychological 

strains on employees lead to tangible costs for employers – thousands of dollars in direct costs 

through pharmaceutical and medical benefits, and even higher indirect costs in absenteeism and 

disability claims for employers (Johnston, Westerfield, Momin, Phillippi, & Naidoo, 2009). 
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While emotional labour is commonly associated with ‘helping’ professions like nursing and 

police work, studies have found front-line customer service roles may encounter burnout as a 

result of emotional labour at an even higher rate than these professions, and experience 

significant, dysfunctional effects on their behaviour and long-term psychology (Singh, Goolsby, 

& Rhoads, 1994).  

Mental health among customer service staff in Canadian post-secondary institutions is in 

an especially alarming state. A recent study among Quebec colleges and universities found that 

53.4% of support staff reported serious or very serious psychological distress as a result of their 

jobs (Cloutier & Pellerin, 2019; Couturier, 2019). The multicultural environments of Canadian 

universities add an additional challenge, as intercultural customer service exchanges can add 

even more anxiety and stress to customer service interactions (Chuapetcharasopon, 2014). 

Coupled with dramatic shifts in funding for post-secondary institutions in Canada (Usher, 2019) 

and an increased reliance on performance-based measurements for resource allocation (CAUT, 

2020), post-secondary support staff in Canada are dealing with a myriad of stressors that are 

impacting their work and having a dramatic impact on their psychological wellbeing. 

 Despite these challenges, not all customer service employees experience this stress in the 

same way, and many are able to thrive in this type of work. What makes these staff different? 

Emotional resilience, or the psychological capacity to bounce back from adverse or stressful 

experiences (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004), may play a major role in reducing stress and burnout 

in customer service staff by helping staff adapt and overcome negative experiences (Harker, 

Pidgeon, Klaassen, & King, 2016). Resilience reduces emotional exhaustion and can help 

mitigate negative experiences with customers and supervisors alike (Al-Hawari et al., 2019). 

Most importantly, emotional resilience is a capacity that can be developed (Kuntz, Connell, & 
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Näswall, 2017) specifically through interventions in the workplace to benefit support staff (Grant 

& Kinman, 2014). Emotional resilience can play a key role in mitigating the stress and burnout 

of customer service staff, and it can be developed and learned through direct interventions 

offered in the workplace. 

In the interest of helping customer support staff thrive in their roles, this study will 

explore why Canadian post-secondary institutions should offer emotional resilience interventions 

to staff that carryout emotional labour in their day-to-day work. It will discuss the concept of 

emotional labour, and why customer service interactions can be stressful and traumatic for staff. 

It will analyze the post-secondary environment, explore why these organizations are unique 

compared to other workplaces, and why emotional labour can be more stressful in post-

secondary education. The topic of resilience will be explored, focusing on learned resilience and 

how resilience mitigates the impacts of stress and trauma associated with emotional labour. 

Specific interventions in building resilience in the workplace will be detailed, and evidence will 

be presented for why this type of training is critical for staff in post-secondary environments. 

The Concept of Emotional Labour 

The concept of emotional labour was first introduced by Hochschild (1979) in her 

research on emotion management as a tangible outcome of modern customer service work. 

Focusing on customer-facing interactions, she defined two major categories of emotional labour 

in the workplace – surface acting, in which employees change their emotions transactionally to 

meet service needs, and deep acting, in which employees strive for genuine emotional responses 

to their work. Hochschild (1983) would extend this definition into a full exploration of emotional 

labour in her book The Managed Heart, which served as the springboard for more research into 

how emotions are employed and exploited in the workplace. 
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 Contemporary research by Grandey (2000) has expanded on the concepts of 

commodifying feelings and offers a more succinct definition of emotional labour as “the process 

of regulating both feelings and expressions for the organizational goals” (p. 97). Grandey argues 

that surface acting can be equated to ‘pasting on a smile,’ in which one’s own emotions must be 

denied in favor of keeping with workplace demands and cultural norms. Deep acting, on the 

other hand, attempts to make a genuine emotional response to the situation. Her research outlined 

two common deep acting strategies employed in the workplace: attentional deployment, in which 

employees think of a different situation in which they felt the emotion they are trying to express 

and use this as a mental metaphor, and cognitive change, in which employees reframe their 

thinking of a situation in order to change their emotional response. A most extreme example of 

this is flight attendants taught to picture customers as children in order to better manage their 

own emotional responses to negative actions from customers (Hochschild, 1983 as cited in 

Grandey, 2000). Emotional labour can also be seen as situational and dependant on factors like 

the frequency of emotional display, how hard one must work to ensure emotional uniformity, the 

variety of emotions that must be expressed, and importantly how dissonant the required emotions 

are from the employee’s current state of mind (Morris & Feldman, 1996). A particularly unique 

example would be a pageant runner-up being forced to smile and hug her opponent while 

masking the emotional trauma of losing. The concept of dissonance between the emotion felt by 

a service provider and the emotion needed to be expressed forms one of the most challenging 

aspects of emotional labour. 

 Early research into emotional labour focused on customer-facing roles, but the breadth of 

knowledge has been expanded to show that emotional labour takes many forms in the workplace. 

Leaders make regular use of emotional labour, and often experience dissonance between their 
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true feelings and the emotions they need to express to followers in order to maintain team morale 

(Humphrey, 2012). Leaders must seem confident even in times of business anxiety, and repeated 

surface acting from those in leadership roles also introduces the ethical dilemma of potentially 

misleading employees. Staff also make use of emotional labour with one another, although deep 

acting is far more common than surface acting in inter-staff relationships (Gabriel, Koopman, 

Rosen, Arnold, & Hochwarter, 2019). Any role that requires interaction with another person – 

customer or colleague, leader or subordinate – requires managing emotions and regulating 

behavior. We all make use of emotional labour in our work, whether we realize it or not. 

Emotional Labour in Customer Service Roles 

 It is widely accepted that emotional labour is a key component of customer service roles. 

Organizations dictate rules around behaviour, and strong deviations from this behaviour are 

considered detrimental to employee success and fit (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). But not all 

service roles experience emotional labour the same way, or with the same frequency. Emotional 

labour is not standardized across roles: a receptionist may speak with several customers over the 

span of a workday, while a call center employee may speak to ten or twenty in the span of an 

hour. A front-line employee serving a customer must regulate and display different emotions 

than a police officer or a judge (Grandey, 2000). Adding to this difficulty, globalization has led 

to an increase in intercultural exchanges among clients and service representatives, which has 

been shown to increase surface acting and anxiety (Chuapetcharasopon, 2014). So much stress is 

involved in the average customer service interaction that service roles have been shown to 

experience higher levels of burnout than other burnout-prone occupations like nursing and police 

work (Singh et al., 1994; Yagil et al., 2008). 
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  Lovelock (1994) coined the term ‘jaycustomer’ to describe an individual that 

intentionally or unintentionally disrupts service in a negative manner. While unintentional 

service disruptions can occur by accident, the idea of an individual intentionally creating a 

negative disturbance in their own customer service interaction is an excellent anecdote to 

describe the unique type of incivility that customer service staff encounter on a regular basis.  In 

their study of hotel and restaurant staff, Harris & Reynolds (2003) found that 82% of staff 

witnessed or were subjected to violent or aggressive behaviour from customers within the last 

year, and 54% felt their working lives were significantly affected by negative customer 

behaviour. Regular interaction with this type of incivility is associated with emotional exhaustion 

(Al-Hawari et al., 2019). Worse still, staff that exhibit empathy and try to connect emotionally 

with their customers report even worse symptoms of emotional labour. In a study conducted 

using survey responses from 230 front-line employees in a call-center, those that identified as 

more empathetic to customers than their colleagues also reported higher levels of role conflict 

and increases in perceived levels of emotional labour (Varca, 2009). This creates a conundrum 

for staff in customer-facing roles – disconnecting from work and forming fewer emotional bonds 

with customers is better for the employee’s mental health, but may impact service quality, thus 

jeopardizing employment, or career progression. 

The Impacts of Emotional Labour on Customer Service Staff and Workplaces 

 Emotional labour, and the intentional regulation of emotions to achieve workplace goals, 

is not an easy task. Surface acting is emotionally difficult as people do not like feeling ‘fake’ or 

inauthentic (Grandey, 2000). Furthermore, repeated emotionally regulated responses in the 

workplace can lead to emotional exhaustion and fatigue, and can cause staff to begin to 

depersonalize customers (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). This leads to emotional exhaustion, 
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lower satisfaction, and decreased feelings of accomplishment. Some roles are specifically 

designed to make delivering good service impossible, as is the case of companies with a 

monopoly like major telecom providers or private utility companies in which loss of customers is 

unlikely. Staff are not empowered to take actions that solve customer issues, and thus all 

customer interactions end up being inherently negative (Ballard, 2020). Emotional labour is 

compounded when one’s sense of identity is tied to work. Being asked to identify closely with 

the values and attitudes of a workplace can create dissonance if the workplace encourages 

behaviours that run counter to a person’s sense of identity (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Morris 

& Feldman, 1996). Inauthenticity leads to feeling disconnected from work, which can affect self-

esteem. Even those who do feel an authentic tie between their personal identity and their work 

identity risk emotional repercussions: staff who identify with their workplace and are able to 

positively use emotional labour also tend to perceive service failure as personal failure, leading 

to further stress (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993). 

 Returning to Harris & Reynolds' (2003) study of hotel and restaurant staff, negative 

experiences with customers and having to temper emotional responses led to long-term 

psychological damage for staff, including feelings of degradation, stress disorders, anxiety 

during future customer interactions, and flashbacks to particularly negative experiences. Staff in 

this study reported that verbal and physical harassment were common, and this led to a dramatic 

increase in surface acting – forcing a display of courtesy and respect for customers that were 

aggressive and hostile. If all customers treated staff with respect and dignity, emotional labour 

may not be a particularly in-depth field of study, but this is unfortunately far from the case. 

 Negative outcomes on staff from emotional labour and customer service are common, but 

it is important to note they are not universal. Inauthenticity at work has been linked to increases 
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in self-reported depressive moods, but not all customer service interactions produce feelings of 

inauthenticity. Erickson and Wharton (1997) studied front-line employees in hospitals and banks 

and found that public contact as a factor of one's role was not directly correlated with 

inauthenticity, and staff that reported spending more time with customers actually reported lower 

levels of inauthenticity in their work. Workplaces that allow for more flexibility in emotional 

displays can also decrease feelings of inauthenticity in staff. When service workers feel 'at home' 

in their workplace, they feel lower levels of emotional dissonance than those that feel they are 

forced to act counter to their personal sense of identity (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993). Thus, 

while feeling inauthentic in one's work can make a front-line employee more likely to experience 

depressive symptoms, flexibility in workplace display rules can counteract this. The ability to 

bring more of one's own personality to customer service interactions can create a workplace in 

which staff feel less burdened by emotional dissonance, and thus feel less inauthentic. 

 The impacts of emotional labour on customer service and support staff are striking – 

including such negative outcomes as psychological trauma, stress, inauthenticity, and burnout. 

But how do these outcomes impact the workplace as a whole? Studies have shown emotional 

regulation, over time, can cause employees to withdraw from their work, leading to absenteeism 

and turnover (Grandey, 2000). Surface acting in particular has been shown to have a direct 

impact on staff turnover as the repeated feelings of emotional dissonance take their toll on staff 

(Chau, Dahling, Levy, & Diefendorff, 2009; Goodwin et al., 2011). Turnover is expensive 

(Tuten & Neidermeyer, 2004), and can ultimately affect career outcomes if staff feel so strongly 

hurt by their experience that they choose not to pursue further work in their chosen field (Harris 

& Reynolds, 2003). 
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 Finally, in addition to costs incurred from turnover, emotional labour can generate 

significant expenses for companies. Depression, anxiety and emotional disorders can add up to 

thousands of dollars per year in employee benefit costs, and short- and long-term disability 

(Johnston et al., 2009). Emotional labour is a fact of life for many roles, but customer service 

staff are uniquely susceptible to the negative outcomes of regulating emotions in the face of 

diverse customer experiences. These negative outcomes have real, tangible impacts on 

individuals and organizations alike. 

How Emotional Labour Impacts Post-Secondary Institutions 

 Emotional labour affects all roles in which customer service is a component – from call 

centers to bars and restaurants, from mental health workers to police officers. But what impact 

does emotional labour have on organizations that employ almost all these occupations, and 

more? Post-secondary institutions can be seen as a microcosm of dozens of unique and 

challenging roles. Support staff work with students and faculty to deal with legal, financial, and 

customer service inquiries. Universities employ staff to manage student residences, cafeterias, 

and bars. Information Technology analysts and technicians help students, faculty and staff with 

computing and networking issues. Library staff assist students, researchers, and members of the 

community with research questions and information wayfinding. Athletics staff teach classes, 

provide personalized training services, and handle equipment rentals and facilities. Faculty teach 

students directly and provide guidance and counselling to students. Course counsellors guide 

students through their academic journey. On-campus health staff provide medical care and 

sexual health advice, while counselling services support student mental health. Conference staff 

manage complex events with conference planners and attendees. Orientation staff engage 

thousands of new students each year to prepare them for their academic career. Alumni 



Running Head: EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE INTERVENTIONS  11 
 

management staff build relationships with donors and organize events with former students. 

Each of these employees engaging in the same emotional labour and transactional relationships 

discussed thus far.  Almost all roles within a university or college do some form of customer 

service. 

 Emotional labour has been shown to increase the perception of job stress in academic and 

general staff, independent of working conditions (Pugliesi, 1999). This job stress is directly 

related to long-term psychological stress among academic and service staff. A UK study found 

that stress levels among lecturers in particular were higher than expected, attributed directly due 

to the unexpected emotional labour involved (Berry & Cassidy, 2013). Lecturers do not just 

teach, but serve as counsellors for students, manage graduate work, deal with research issues, 

and often take on administrative tasks as well. All of this contributes to increased ’customer 

service’ in academic roles, and the associated emotional labour that comes with it. Another UK 

study conducted by Tytherleigh, Webb, Cooper, & Ricketts (2005) among all staff groups within 

a higher-education environment found that staff in academic and research roles reported the most 

overall stress, but academic support (technical, library, etc.) and facility support (cleaning, 

catering, etc.) roles reported the highest stress related to work relationships, 

resources/communication and perceived feelings of control at work. Academic support roles in 

particular also reported the lowest level of perceived commitment from the organization. In 

contrast both categories of support roles reported less stress from work-life balance than their 

academic and research counterparts and felt less overloaded in their work. It is worth noting that 

a fourth category - administrative and clerical - also includes customer-facing roles like 

secretarial staff and this category reported the lowest stress over all measured categories. Thus, 

some roles in which customer interactions are necessary in post-secondary environments may be 
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more stressful than others.  A study conducted in Australia by Dua (1994) found that lower-level 

staff, especially those in support roles, reported more stress due to work conditions, job 

significance, and political stressors than their higher-ranking counterparts. Across all roles 

surveyed, work conditions, work politics and interpersonal dealings were associated with higher 

reported levels of psychological distress, anxiety, absence from work, and illness.  Job demands 

and the lack of resources were directly linked to burnout among support staff within a South 

African university (Rothmann & Essenko, 2007), and bullying between support staff was a 

common source of emotional trauma in the UK (Thomas, 2005). While not all these issues are 

directly related to emotional labour in customer service interactions, all these roles employ 

emotional labour – either with peers, students, or fellow academics. 

 Academic staff are particularly affected by emotional labour, seemingly due to different 

expectations of how emotional labour would be tied into their roles. Academic staff in Australia 

reported managing student emotions and managing peer relationships much more than expected 

(Winefield & Jarrett, 2001), and the outcomes are congruent with others managing emotional 

demands unexpectedly. Academic staff were less satisfied with their work, had higher anxiety 

than their colleagues, and 40% of those surveyed indicated they had significant levels of 

psychological stress. Fowler's (2005) study on staff attitudes in UK higher education institutions 

found that increased diversity among students was touted as a benefit for the institution but was 

especially difficult for faculty. Students are entering post-secondary education with significantly 

diverse backgrounds and different educational struggles which faculty feel adds unexpected 

emotional labour to their teaching and relationships with learners.   

Support staff leaders and managers are also affected by emotional labour, and the unique 

emotional requirements of their roles. As Bratton and Waton (2018) found in their study of line 
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managers in Scottish hotels, managers are not only responsible for managing the emotional needs 

of their customer-facing staff, but also for exhibiting the emotional regulation and display acting 

behaviours they need staff to emulate. Emotional labour was identified as a core component of 

managing service teams, and the need to act as role models in customer service interactions can 

produce negative outcomes, although the managers interviewed in the study did not elaborate on 

the specific negative outcomes they experience (Bratton & Waton, 2018). Furthermore, a study 

conducted on retail managers found that emotional regulation, emotional control and 

empathizing with others were core skills of management, and that higher levels of emotional 

intelligence in these managers may moderate stress and increase individual resilience (Slaski & 

Cartwright, 2002). Emotional intelligence in fast-food managers has also been studied, and Sy, 

Tram, and O’Hara (2006) found that managers higher in emotional intelligence helped increase 

job satisfaction for front-line staff with lower emotional intelligence by providing additional 

emotional support in times of need. Taken together, leadership in front-line service environments 

make use of emotional labour extensively in their roles, both in their interactions with staff and 

their interactions with customers as role models for organizational norms. 

College leaders make use of emotional labour in unique ways, as shown in Iszatt-White's 

(2009) ethnographic study within the UK college system. College leaders, including principals 

and senior managers, displayed significant surface acting while presenting a cheerful demeanour 

with staff during times of organizational change, and engaged in deep acting when interacting 

with front-line service staff by taking the time to acknowledge and speak with individual staff 

during periods of holiday overtime. One principal noted that the only time she was able to truly 

express her emotions was in her office and with her close staff, as even when walking through 



Running Head: EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE INTERVENTIONS  14 
 

the hallway she had to present herself with confidence and positivity for academic and service 

staff (Iszatt-White, 2009). 

Academic leadership is also affected by emotional labour and the outcomes associated 

with it, even if they do not directly supervise front-line service or support roles. In a unique study 

comparing Canadian and Australian data on academic leaders, Heffernan & Bosetti (2020) found 

that post-secondary institutions are shifting towards a more business-oriented management style 

and emotional labour in leadership and senior leadership is changing significantly. Executive-

level leadership reported an unexpected increase in the emotional labour required to lead staff 

through negative changes like budget cuts and restructuring. Deans and academic chairs reported 

that the emotional labour of leading their team through emotional distress and bullying was also 

something they were unprepared for. Furthermore, the bureaucracy of post-secondary 

environments means that leaders may be given the direction to dismiss a staff member months 

before they are in a position to take action, meaning they must apply emotional labour in every 

interaction with that person until the day finally comes. The most shocking portion of Heffernan 

& Bosetti’s (2020) study was how leaders respond to this increase in emotional labour – 75% of 

college, school, or faculty leaders reported seeking professional help for their stress, or self-

medicating with alcohol or other substances. Emotional labour was cited as the main reason 

academic leaders rarely stay in their roles long-term. Cowley (2017) found similar responses 

when interviewing department chairs regarding the emotional labour they encounter in their 

work. Academic leadership is changing, and the emotional labour demands associated with it are 

both unexpected and detrimental. 

 Because post-secondary institutions also serve as home for thousands of students living 

and learning in residence, the unique emotional labour demands observed in other industries are 
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still highly relevant to the post-secondary environment. For instance, cafeteria staff may face the 

same challenges as restaurant and fast food staff, including feeling dehumanized by rude 

customers and having to behave with cordiality towards customers that are harassing or 

inappropriate (Seymour, 2000). Residence staff dealing with drunk or disorderly students and 

campus bar staff may experience situations analogous with Harris & Reynolds' (2003) research 

into the emotional labour of hotel and bar staff in the private sector. Mental health providers on 

post-secondary campuses deal with significant emotional labour issues, especially when dealing 

with racially or sexually charged situations involving students (Mello & Tanya (Tonl), 2017). 

Financial aid and tuition support staff share similarities with bank tellers and may experience the 

same emotional labour issues with surface acting as their financial services counterparts (Chau et 

al., 2009). With athletics being a significant focus of North American universities and colleges, 

the emotional demands of athletic staff should not be overlooked as well. Personal trainers in 

particular face unique emotional demands as they manage relationships and the perception of 

their own personal appearance in the workplace (Maguire, 2001). A single university campus can 

contain hundreds of unique roles, each with their own emotional labour challenges. 

 Academic institutions are an important part of civic and community life, but the 

emotional labour associated with this rapidly changing workplace is taking a toll on staff. 

Support and service staff have always dealt with emotional labour as part of their roles, but their 

experience is now shared by academic staff and leadership. As post-secondary students 

increasingly see themselves as customers of their institutions, faculty are engaging in more and 

more ‘customer service’ (Bok, 2003 as cited in Holbrook, 2004) whether through their teaching, 

or through direct counselling and helping students (Fowler, 2005). Academic staff are 

increasingly forced to take on administrative and support functions due to changing budgets and 
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organizational structures (Gillespie et al., 2001), and the emotional labour demands of their jobs 

are increasing as well. Developing strategies and interventions to help staff, especially those in 

front-line roles, deal with this increased emotional labour will be integral to the long-term 

sustainability of the post-secondary institutional workforce. 

Emotional Resilience 

 A significant body of research has emerged linking workplace mental health to the 

concept of emotional resilience. Resilience is defined very broadly as the ability to bounce back 

from negative experiences or adapt to challenging circumstances (Windle, 2011). It is easy to see 

why a connection can be made between emotional labour and the construct of resilience. 

Occupations that make use of emotional labour, be it nurses, teachers or customer service 

representatives, deal with difficult experiences on a regular basis and to continue in these 

professions requires the capacity to overcome these difficult experiences and positively adapt 

from them. Before we explore the research devoted to understanding resilience in the workplace 

and how it can be developed, we first must discuss the concept of resilience, and how it presents 

in the workplace. 

The Construct of Emotional Resilience 

 Emotional resilience is an interesting topic to study, as its exact definition is far from 

standardized. In a study commissioned by the US military, Meredith et al. (2011) found over 100 

different definitions for the concept of resilience. Organizational psychology research has 

identified resilience separately as a trait that one is either born with or not, a capacity that can be 

developed, and a process of continuous growth and change (Hartmann, Weiss, Newman, & 

Hoegl, 2020). Clinical psychology has identified resilience as a set of multiple predictive factors 

like personality, worldview, level of exposure to traumatic events, and past and current levels of 
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stress that are unique to each individual, which in turn act against risk factors to influence 

positive mental outcomes to traumatic events (Bonanno, Westphal, & Mancini, 2011; Chmitorz 

et al., 2018)  Those who support the concept of resilience as a trait point to the significant body 

of research that positive emotional disposition is a relatively constant personality element 

(Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004, 2007) and that those who possess a positive emotional disposition 

towards situations are naturally better at applying positive emotions to negative situations and 

thus adapting to these circumstances in a positive way (Huppert, Baylis, Keverne, & 

Fredrickson, 2004). While there is validity to the claim that some individuals are naturally more 

resilient than others, an overwhelming volume of research has shown that resilience can be 

enhanced and developed through experience and intervention.  

 Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker (2000) define resilience as a dynamic process in which 

people make positive adaptations to adversity over time. This definition is important as it 

changes the concept of resilience from an innate trait to a behaviour or set of behaviours that can 

be developed and learned. Further research into child development has shown that resilience can 

be developed through experience and intervention from a very early age (Luthar & Cicchetti, 

2000). Research into older adults echoes this sentiment, arguing that interventions in geriatric 

communities around topics like optimism, positive emotions and mindfulness can have 

measurable impacts on resilience (MacLeod, Musich, Hawkins, Alsgaard, & Wicker, 2016). If 

resilience can be developed in children and in the elderly, it stands to reason that adult resilience 

can be developed as well. 

 Resilience has also been established as a key component of Psychological Capital 

(PsyCap), along with optimism, hope and self-efficacy (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 

2007). Luthans et al. (2007) classify resilience as a psychological construct that allows people to 
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sustain and bounce back from problems and adversity and links the four components of PsyCap 

to increased performance and job satisfaction among employees. PsyCap has been studied in 

service work as a resource that increased hotel staff capacity to provide positive affective 

displays to customers (Hwang & Han, 2019) and as a collective resource among fast-food staff 

that had a positive effect on service quality, revenue and customer satisfaction.  

 Adult resilience is typically broken down into a series of skills or behaviours that 

collectively achieve the ‘bouncing back from adversity’ outcome described above. In developing 

the framework for a Cochrane review on adult resilience interventions, Helmreich et al. (2017) 

identified emotional intelligence, self-esteem, self-efficacy, active coping, cognitive flexibility, 

optimism, and social support as some of the most cited sources of resilience among adults. These 

criteria are important factors for our understanding of resilience and can be combined into the 

resilience framework displayed in Figure 1. As this framework will be used to discuss specific 

interventions and how they impact resilience, it is helpful to describe them and how they present 

in the workplace: 

• Emotional intelligence has been described as a combination of interpersonal skills, 

emotional management, social awareness, and adaptability (Cherniss, 2010). It has been 

identified as an antecedent to emotional resilience as emotional intelligence allows an 

individual to understand and better regulate their own emotions, in both stressful and 

non-stressful situations (Hartmann et al., 2020). In customer service work, it is regarded 

as an essential skill for managing complex interpersonal relationships with clients and 

fellow staff (Varca, 2004).  

• Self-esteem is defined as “feelings about the self linked to individual accomplishment” 

(Hewitt, 2016) and is associated with feelings of wellbeing, the capacity to show feeling, 
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and the recognition and associated response to social sources of acceptance (Norem-

Hebeisen, 1976). Self-esteem has been shown to be a significant element of core self-

evaluation, and helps nurses, waiters, customer service professionals and other front-line 

staff cope with negative interactions at work (Yagil et al., 2008).  

• Self-efficacy is defined as how individuals perceive the skills they possess, and what they 

believe they are capable of doing with their skills and abilities (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). 

Research has connected self-efficacy as a mediator of psychological adjustment and 

psychological resilience (Rees, Breen, Cusack, & Hegney, 2015).  In a call-center 

environment, self-efficacy was found to influence feelings of control and performance at 

work. Staff performed better when they felt in control of their work outcomes, and 

significantly better when they felt well-equipped to reach these outcomes (Renn & Fedor, 

2001).  

• Active coping is defined as responses to challenges or adversity that focus on addressing 

the problem at hand rather than passive coping which focuses on denying or avoiding 

said challenges (Smith & Wethington, 1996). Coping skills are considered a key element 

of resilience in helping professions like teaching (Mansfield, Beltman, Broadley, & 

Weatherby-Fell, 2016). North American customer service representatives have been 

shown to employ active coping mechanisms more in the face of customer incivility, but 

this behaviour has also been linked to revenge-focused outcomes (Shao & Skarlicki, 

2014).  

• Cognitive flexibility and situational reappraisal encompass the ability to purposefully 

adapt our ways of thinking to face new challenges and are strongly linked to the study of 

mindfulness (Moore & Malinowski, 2009), which will be explored later. Situational 



Running Head: EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE INTERVENTIONS  20 
 

reappraisal can be considered a type of active coping, and customer service employees 

use cognitive reappraisal to re-evaluate stressful situations with customers in order to 

alleviate feelings of injustice (Cheng, Guo, Tian, & Shaalan, 2020).  

• Optimism is “the general expectation of positive or favourable outcomes in life’s events,” 

(Crosno, Rinaldo, Black, & Kelley, 2009) and has been linked to an increased likelihood 

to use active coping strategies in the workplace (Crosno et al., 2009). Optimistic service 

employees have been found to experience less stress and fewer work-life balance issues 

(Tuten & Neidermeyer, 2004).  

• Social support encompasses the quality of relationships an individual has at work, 

including both peer and supervisor roles. These relationships act as a stress buffer, and 

can reduce surface acting, exhaustion, and depersonalization (Yagil et al., 2008).  

 

Figure 1 - Emotional Resilience Framework 
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These skills and behaviours are important to identify as they will emerge as themes in almost 

all resilience development studies going forward. Emotional intelligence is especially common 

as a target for intervention, as studies have shown that not only does it have a significant impact 

on emotional resilience, but that it can be reliably developed in individuals (Grant & Kinman, 

2014). Mindfulness is another common workplace intervention as even a short yoga program can 

meaningfully improve mindfulness in adults (Hartfiel, Havenhand, Khalsa, Clarke, & Krayer, 

2011). For the purposes of this paper, two major assertions are made based on the research cited 

above: emotional resilience is a series of behaviours and processes that can be developed, and 

resilience can be developed regardless of age. To show how emotional resilience can have an 

impact on customer service roles in post-secondary environments, let us now turn to how 

emotional resilience presents itself in the workplace, and how it impacts emotional labour. 

Emotional Resilience at Work 

As Linnenluecke (2017) points out, resilience is an interesting term in the domain of 

workplace research. Some scholars use it to describe a business’ capacity to sustain itself through 

economic hardship, others take it as a description of how stable a supply chain is. Linnenluecke’s 

research also identified a substantial body of literature outlining resilience as an employee 

strength, its impacts on employee wellbeing, and the capacity for resilience to be developed in 

the workplace. A body of research, drawing on the role of positive emotions in resilience 

postulated by Tugade & Fredrickson (2004) have drawn conclusions that positive emotions 

directly support resilience, and this in turn can counteract negative workplace outcomes like 

burnout and career abandonment (Everly, Smith, & Welzant, 2008).  Some studies have tried to 

analyze the trait elements of resilience but have still concluded that workplace resilience 

functions as a process that fluctuates over an employee’s lifespan (Rees et al., 2015). Other 
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research has attempted to quantify employee resilience by its component behaviours or skills, 

like emotional intelligence (Magnano, Craparo, & Paolillo, 2016). This research aligns well to 

the concept of resilience as a collection of unique capacities specific to each individual as 

outlined by Chmitorz et al. (2018) and the inclusion of resilience in PsyCap as a competence that 

can be developed (Luthans, Avolio, Avey, & Norman, 2007). On the fringes of emotional 

resilience research, studies have even drawn parallels between athletic resilience and emotional 

resilience, arguing that because stress creates a physical response in the cardiovascular and 

nervous systems, athletes trained to mitigate physiological responses to stress are better equipped 

to handle emotional stress in the workplace as well (Rook et al., 2018). While trait-based theories 

of research may be in conflict with more dynamic definitions of resilience as a capacity that can 

be developed, the research cited above agrees on one definitive assumption  – emotional 

resilience in the workplace has impact on employee wellbeing and workplace productivity.  

 To discuss how emotional resilience impacts the quality of life for service professionals 

in the workplace, it is important to acknowledge that emotional resilience is measured in several 

ways. Emotional resilience has been measured on its own as a personal resource that workers can 

employ to mitigate the effects of resource losses, job strain, and insecurity or burnout and 

negative mental and physical health outcomes (Bardoel, Pettit, Cieri, & McMillan, 2014). 

Resilience has been measured along side optimism and has been shown to influence job 

satisfaction across a number of occupations (Lounsbury et al., 2003). Resilience in the workplace 

has been studied as a fluid behaviour that is highly contextual on the work being performed, 

manifesting itself in different ways across different careers (Kossek & Perrigino, 2016). 

Furthermore, emotional resilience has been studied in leadership as a countermeasure to the 

emotional labour required to manage teams in a rapidly changing global environment (King & 
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Rothstein, 2010). For the purposes of this paper, emotional resilience will be defined using the 

framework shown in Figure 1 (the ‘emotional resilience framework’), focusing on the role of 

emotional intelligence, mindfulness, cognitive re-appraisal, optimism, active coping, and social 

support. While not every resilient employee will deploy all of these behaviours for every 

situation, they have been identified as the basis of emotional resilience research in the workplace 

(Helmreich et al., 2017), and they are all skills and behaviours that can be developed in the 

workplace context. 

Impacts of Resilience on Emotional Labour for Service Professionals 

 Research by Lounsbury et al. (2003) across 14 separate occupational groups found that 

emotional resilience was one of the most important factors in career satisfaction. It has a 

significant impact on buffering employees from the negative aspects of emotional exhaustion, 

interpersonal conflicts, and the tendency to bring work stress into home life (Hartmann et al., 

2020). As discussed in our exploration of emotional labour at work, the unique nature of 

emotional management as a commodity in service roles means service professionals may be at a 

higher risk of encountering these negative aspects when working in their roles. 

 The so-called ‘helping professions’ like mental health practitioners, police officers, 

paramedics and emergency medical technicians, nurses, community health practitioners, teachers 

and social workers (Maddocks, 2018) have been extensively studied both in how emotional 

labour affects the wellbeing of these practitioners and how emotional resilience buffers the 

potential negative outcomes (Grant & Kinman, 2013). Given the near constant face-to-face 

nature of these roles with clients in potentially difficult or traumatic circumstances, it is 

important to understand how resilience plays a role in these extreme environments before 

moving the discussion to more common customer service interactions. Studies have shown that 



Running Head: EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE INTERVENTIONS  24 
 

40-50% of attrition in early career teachers can be attributed to the stress, burnout and inadequate 

preparation for the emotional labour that accompanies this role (Mansfield et al., 2016). Skills 

like emotional regulation, empathy, and coping were shown to have a positive affect on 

mitigating these outcomes. Mid- and late-career teachers also experienced burnout, and 

resilience has been found to lower the risk of these outcomes as well (Meiklejohn et al., 2012). 

Teachers encounter irregular and sometimes hostile behaviour from students of all ages on a 

regular basis, and emotional resilience forms a key strength in avoiding burnout and sustaining 

career satisfaction. 

 Another occupation that deals with emotional stress are nurses and mental health 

workers. While they may encounter customer incivility or rudeness, most of this stress comes 

from near constant exposure to trauma. Nurses and mental health workers often see people at 

their worst, and engage in emotional labour through maintaining composure, focus and 

cordiality. Research has found that for nurses and psychologists, emotional resilience was a 

significant predictor of lower levels of psychological distress, burnout, and secondary traumatic 

stress in the workplace (Harker et al., 2016). Developing emotional insight, hardiness, and 

optimism makes nurses more successful in their work, and affects long-term career success 

(Jackson, Firtko, & Edenborough, 2007). In the particularly difficult area of oncology nursing, 

resilience and emotional agility were found to reduce stress on nursing staff and hospital 

leadership, increasing quality of care and personal wellbeing while reducing sick days (Pipe et 

al., 2012). The role of emotional resilience for nursing staff was found to be especially important 

for nursing students transitioning into full-time nursing (Sergeant & Laws-Chapman, 2012), 

echoing the similar research previously discussed with early-stage teachers. For nursing staff, 
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workplace distress, trauma and adversity are a near-daily occurrence and resilience plays a role 

in mitigating the effect of these stressors on wellbeing and long-term career success. 

 A final ‘helping profession’ worth discussing in the context of emotional labour is social 

workers. The primary role of social workers, helping people in distressing and traumatic 

circumstances access help and resources, means social workers deal with emotional labour on a 

near constant basis in every interaction (Kinman & Grant, 2011). Studies have shown that skills 

like self-efficacy, reflective ability, self-compassion, coping skills and peer support have a 

significant impact on reducing psychological stress for these professionals (Kinman & Grant, 

2017). Even in roles in which the relationship between ‘customer’ and service provider is 

challenging due to the very nature of the work, emotional resilience can successfully mitigate the 

burnout, distress, and trauma associated with the emotional labour required of these 

professionals. 

 If the negative effects of emotional labour for teachers, nurses and social workers can be 

positively buffered by building and engaging emotional resilience at work, it stands to reason 

that more common customer service roles can also find benefit from increasing resilience. 

Studies have shown that customer service representatives in an outbound call-center environment 

suffer from high levels of emotional exhaustion, cynicism, depression, and low personal efficacy 

due to customer interactions, emotional labour, and poor resource allocation from management 

(Kotzé & Lamb, 2012). Customer incivility leads to emotional exhaustion (Al-Hawari et al., 

2019) and as noted earlier, repeated harassment from customers can cause long-term 

psychological distress (Harris & Reynolds, 2003). Thus, customer service work leads to unique 

negative outcomes for staff, and emotional resilience can play a role in mitigating these negative 

outcomes. 
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Studies show that self-efficacy and optimism help customer-facing service workers buffer 

against both emotional demands at work and emotional dissonance of having to display one 

emotion while experiencing another (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, & Fischbach, 2013). Resilience was 

found to act as a coping resource that reduces emotional exhaustion caused by negative customer 

interactions, and increased the capacity of staff to satisfy customers (Al-Hawari et al., 2019). A 

study by Varca (2004) found that emotional intelligence, self-mastery and resilience were all 

important skills for success in service workers, with resilience actually ranking higher than 

listening skills in importance on self-reported surveys. Higher levels of emotional stability, 

optimism and resilience have been shown to have significant value for customer service workers 

and influence career satisfaction (Lounsbury et al., 2012). Furthermore, optimism and self-

recognition have been shown to support positive emotions, and help service providers react in a 

positive way to negative situations with customers (Härtel, Gough, & Härtel, 2008). Taken 

together, emotional resilience, optimism, emotional regulation, and emotional intelligence are all 

important skills that help service providers adapt to negative situations at work, and buffer 

against negative outcomes. But these skills and behaviours have an impact on group performance 

in customer service environments as well. 

The relationship between resilience and customer focus in the workplace has been shown 

to be a self-sustaining cycle: resilient and customer-focused workplaces encourage more 

resilience and customer-focus from staff, which in turn reinforces these behaviours in the group 

(Salanova, Agut, & Peiro, 2005). This system has significant impacts on performance. Leaders 

who encourage development and use of emotional regulation, self-efficacy, mastery experiences, 

coping skills and resilience have a significant influence on employee success within their 

organizations (Spangler, Koesten, Fox, & Radel, 2012). Emotional intelligence in individual 
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service providers is associated with creating a climate of service in which employees create more 

authentic experiences for customers and their fellow service providers (Bardzil & Slaski, 2003) 

and are more motivated to achieve workplace goals (Magnano et al., 2016). Emotional resilience 

in teams is linked to greater team performance and positive attitude (Hartmann et al., 2020). 

Resilient individuals are better equipped to handle the day-to-day stresses of service work and 

create more positive experiences for customers. Resilient individuals working together can create 

a climate of customer service within an organization. 

A significant number of studies highlighted the importance of caring relationships to 

resilience, and how communities of coping (Korczynski, 2003) can be cultivated to help 

employees build resilience together. Even in the face of repeated negative customer interactions, 

close relationships between staff were interpreted by service providers as even more important 

for managing distress than resources provided by management (Kotzé & Lamb, 2012). Social 

support - both peer-to-peer and supervisor relationships - in the workplace were found to be a 

significant resource towards supporting resilience across a number of occupations (Bardoel et al., 

2014; Mansfield et al., 2016). When staff find their own resilience resources drained, having 

healthy relationships at work provided another safeguard against emotional exhaustion and 

burnout. 

It is important to note that while resilience may be viewed as a capacity for coping with 

stress and adversity that is unavoidable in the workplace, is not a cure-all for this stress and 

adversity that service staff experience. In a particularly difficult call-center environment, 

resilience was found to have no impact on emotional exhaustion felt by workers (Kotzé & Lamb, 

2012). A study in India found that while employee happiness was directly correlated to their 

level of emotional resilience, resilience was not found to have any correlation to quality of work 
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life (Pendse & Ruikar, 2013). While evidence does show that resilience has a positive impact on 

work and life for nurses and teachers, it is possible the intrinsic motivation often associated with 

these career choices may factor into this as well. Such intrinsic motivation may be more difficult 

to find in a call-center environment due to the potentially negative aspects of the work itself (for 

example, debt collection as in Kotze and Lamb's (2012) study) or due to the increased potential 

for emotional exhaustion due to repeated acts of customer incivility (Hur, Moon & Jun, 2016). 

Another limitation that must be acknowledged is that the surveys and questionnaires used to 

measure concepts like resilience, optimism, coping, self-efficacy and emotional intelligence are 

all self-reported. We must rely on the true and unbiased responses provided by the study 

participants to validate this research 

Developing Resilience in the Workplace  

 Resilience training and development in the workplace is a multi-faceted and extensive 

line of research. In their systemic review of resilience training literature, Robertson, Cooper, 

Sarkar, & Curran (2015) identified 14 studies on emotional resilience intervention in the 

workplace and found that resilience training ranged from single 90-minute workshops to full 13 

week programs, catered to a range of professions, focused on a number of resilience-oriented 

skills, and used a variety of different measurements used to validate success. While there is little 

consensus or ability to generalize findings between studies, the overarching theme of their 

findings was that resilience interventions in the workplace do have a positive impact on 

wellbeing and performance, and lowered stress and depression.  

Many studies tested self-developed programs delivered in small groups and measured the 

response in order to inform future development of major programs. A summary of the following 

studies has been included in Appendix A which lists the specific topics covered by each program 



Running Head: EMOTIONAL RESILIENCE INTERVENTIONS  29 
 

(where available) and what elements of our resilience framework are targeted by the 

interventions. McDonald, Jackson, Wilkes, & Vickers (2012) developed a short program targeted 

at nurses that addressed mentoring relationships, building hardiness, intellectual flexibility, 

achieving life balance, and reflection/critical thinking. Post-intervention reflections by 

participants indicated that the program produced positive results for attendees’ personal 

relationships at work, capacity for self-reflection, and ability to resolve conflicts, but no 

validating measures were taken before or after the intervention to confirm experimental success. 

A targeted six-week emotional regulation and mindfulness program was developed for mental 

health workers and trainees in order to increase emotional resilience, and this pilot produced 

positive influences on emotional awareness and positive emotions (Milicevic, Milton 

(Ven.Thupten Lekshe, & O’Loughlin, 2016). Waite & Richardson (2004) piloted their Personal 

Resilience and Resilient Relationships (PRRR) program with government employees in the 

United States, and found positive long-term results on resilience, self-esteem, locus of control 

and interpersonal relationships, but no impact on job satisfaction. In building resilience for 

teachers, a number of single-study programs have been deployed (Meiklejohn et al., 2012), 

including the BRiTE framework, as proposed by Mansfield et al. (2016), which focuses on 

resilience, relationships wellbeing, motivation and emotional management. All of these studies 

have shown positive impacts on resilience and mental health outcomes in the workplace but have 

not been validated by further study. That said, the specific details of these studies may provide a 

useful framework for developing further resilience intervention experiments. 

 One of the few documented programs that specifically targeted staff within a post-

secondary environment was the READY (REsilience and Activity for every DaY) program, 

outlined by Burton, Pakenham, & Brown (2009) and piloted in a follow-up study at the 
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University of Queensland (Burton, Pakenham, & Brown, 2010). The program targets what the 

researchers considered to be five elements of resilience in the workplace: positive emotions, 

cognitive flexibility, life meaning, social support, and active coping strategies. The full 11 

modules of the READY program and their short descriptions can be found in Appendix B. While 

this intervention produced significant differences in self-reported measures of positive emotions, 

personal growth and mindfulness, the small sample size (n=18) means that the READY program 

has not been validated on a large scale. No follow-up studies appear to have been performed. 

 The Penn Resiliency Program (PRP) (The Trustees of the University of Pennsylvania, 

2020) also lists a number of post-secondary institutions as its clients, and focuses on developing 

self-awareness, self-regulation, mental agility, strength of character, connection and optimism. 

The program has been tested extensively for developing resilience and mediating depressive 

symptoms in children and youth (Reivich & Gillham, 2010, 2010; Sankaranarayanan & Cycil, 

2014) The PRP has received some attention in popular business literature (Seligman, 2011), but 

no studies were found that confirmed its efficacy in workplace settings.  

The Promoting Adult Resilience Program 

 The Promoting Adult Resilience (PAR) program was developed by Millear, Liossis, 

Shochet, Biggs, & Donald (2008) in Australia as an 11-week pilot program designed to improve 

emotional resilience in the workplace by teaching stress management skills, emotional 

intelligence, problem solving, conflict management and building personal strengths to foster 

greater resilience. The pioneering study was administered to twenty employees in a resource-

sector company, and measurements were taken around mental health, well-being, coping self-

efficacy and social skills. The schedule and session descriptions for the pilot program can be 

found in Appendix C. While the number of participants made statistical significance impossible, 
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feedback surveys taken at three and five months after the intervention showed lasting 

improvement in coping self-efficacy, and decreased levels of stress and depression. Anecdotally, 

participants felt they ‘fit’ better at work, had increased capacity to manage work-life balance, and 

decreasing spillover between workplace issues and home.  

To further validate the PAR program, a second feasibility study was done with service 

professionals in a local government office (Liossis, Shochet, Millear, & Biggs, 2009). This study 

shortened the program to seven weeks based on participant recommendations from the first 

study, and expanded the measurements to include mental health, wellbeing, coping self-efficacy, 

dispositional optimism, and work-life spillover. Like the first study, the number of participants is 

too low to generalize but the resulting measures were quite similar. The shorter, seven-week 

PAR intervention led participants to report significant improvement in coping self-efficacy, 

greater optimism, less exhaustion, and a better feeling of work-life balance. 

Unlike the READY program, PAR was further tested by a separate group of researchers, 

this time with mental-health nurses (Foster et al., 2018). This study adopted the same format as 

the 7-week shortened version but adapted it into two full-day workshops administer to mental 

health nurses working in an in-patient mental health facility in a low-income area. Once again, 

metrics were collected before and after the study on mental health, wellbeing, resilience and 

coping self-efficacy, with this study also collecting perceptions of work satisfaction. Although 

the sample size was once again small, positive effects were found in mental health, wellbeing, 

and resilience. Significant positive effects were observed in coping self-efficacy, and anecdotally 

the program was once again well-received by participants. 

Both the READY program and the PAR program were identified in the meta-analysis of 

non-clinical resilience development conducted by Macedo et al. (2014) as being difficult to 
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generalize due to a lack of statistically significant participants. That said, the PAR program is 

one of few resilience programs actually tested across multiple organizational types that produced 

at least anecdotal results showing a positive impact on the skills and behaviours that customer 

service professionals need to offset the negative effects of emotional labour. The PAR program 

focuses specifically on two facets of the emotional resilience framework – positive relationships 

and cognitive reframing – while providing additional guidance on personal strength, stress 

management, conflict resolution, and general resilience skills. This program provides an 

excellent framework for developing an emotional resilience program targeted towards customer 

service professionals. 

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Programs 

 One of the most significant recurring themes in resilience interventions is the 

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program developed by Kabat-Zinn (2003). 

Mindfulness in the context of workplace resilience and emotional regulation can be defined as 

“[A]wareness that arises through paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, non-

judgementally,” (Mindful Staff, 2017, p.) which has been associated with increased self-

regulation, expansion of self-efficacy and locus of control, and decreased burnout and emotional 

exhaustion (Janssen, Heerkens, Kuijer, Heijden, & Engels, 2018). As with studies on emotional 

labour, MBSR has been piloted with social workers, and was found to have a significant impact 

on the emotional regulation strategy of re-framing emotional responses to stressful experiences 

to reduce perceived stress (Crowder & Sears, 2017). An Australian study testing a modified, 

online-based version of MBSR training for firefighters found similar results, with participants 

self-reporting greater levels of resilience and greater psychological flexibility (Joyce, Shand, 
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Bryant, Lal, & Harvey, 2018). MBSR interventions have shown positive results in the ‘helping 

professions’ and have also been tested extensively in other organizational settings as well. 

 In a pilot study with call-center staff in a private company, an 8-week MBSR intervention 

showed increases in positive coping strategies, self-concept, and self-efficacy (Walach et al., 

2007). The researchers concluded that MBSR was an appropriate intervention for a high-stress, 

high-demand environment to increase coping skills. Another study testing an online version of an 

MBSR intervention in a major US chemical company found similar results – staff reported 

significant post-intervention decreases in stress and burnout, and increased feelings of resilience, 

vigor and mindfulness (Aikens et al., 2014). Possibly the most unique environment in which 

MBSR has been tested in is Li, Wong, & Kim's (2017) study of front-line casino staff. Their 

research tested the relationship between mindfulness and surface acting, and found that 

mindfulness training, combined with a culture of authenticity in the workplace, could reduce 

surface acting and in turn reduce emotional exhaustion. In addition to MBSR studies on front-

line staff, a study with 156 middle-managers in Poland found that participants who attended an 

MBSR intervention reported decreased stress, illness and work-absences, along with increased 

feelings of emotional wellbeing and self-esteem (Żołnierczyk-Zreda, Sanderson, & Bedyńska, 

2016). While not a purely resilience-focused intervention, MBSR-based programs target three 

factors in the emotional resilience framework: self-efficacy, emotional intelligence, and active 

coping. The mindfulness aspect of these programs also aims to mitigate some of the outcomes of 

emotional labour like stress, emotional exhaustion and burnout.  

Emotional Resilience and Customer Service for Post-Secondary Institutions 

 The literature reviewed in this study provides strong evidence that post-secondary 

institutions in Canada should consider providing emotional resilience training for their customer-
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facing staff. These staff are experiencing significant emotional distress as a result of their work 

(Cloutier & Pellerin, 2019), and indeed this unfortunate phenomena is backed up by similar 

studies conducted all over the world (Dua, 1994; Tytherleigh, Webb, Cooper, & Ricketts, 2005). 

A major contributor to this workplace stress is the prevalence of emotional labour in customer 

support roles within these institutions (Grandey, 2000). While emotional labour is present in all 

roles that involve purposeful manipulation of emotions to achieve organizational goals, the 

effects of emotional labour on customer support staff are significant compared to other 

professions (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002; Singh et al., 1994). Furthermore, academic 

institutions are unique in that the role of ‘customer’ can take many forms, with many roles – 

from support and administrative through to academic and teaching – experiencing emotional 

labour in their interactions with students, fellow staff, and external clients regularly (Berry & 

Cassidy, 2013; Pugliesi, 1999). Senior leadership within academic institutions report facing 

issues with emotional labour, often in unexpected ways as post-secondary environments adapt to 

changes in markets to behave more like private-sector businesses (Cowley, 2017; Heffernan & 

Bosetti, 2020). Indeed, it could be argued that nearly every role within a post-secondary 

environment that interacts with another human being expends emotional labour while fulfilling 

their duties, and thus deserve access to interventions that can help alleviate the stresses 

associated with it. Customer service staff may experience more transactional – and potentially 

hostile or uncivil – interactions, but faculty and individuals in leadership positions are not 

immune. Teaching staff maintain impartiality and cordiality in their relationships with students. 

Senior leadership display confidence and conviction against the backdrop of budget cuts and 

restructuring. Our focus though, remains on customer service staff. This is in part because of the 

unique hostilities they experience (Al-Hawari et al., 2019) and in part because their roles are 
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expanding dramatically within post-secondary environments – outpacing both student enrollment 

and hiring rates for other positions like faculty (Brainard, Fain, & Masterson, 2009). Emotional 

labour within a post-secondary environment dramatically affects the health and psychological 

wellbeing of support staff. Can emotional resilience help? And if it can, how can this resource be 

built in the post-secondary workplace? 

 Emotional resilience skills allow customer-facing staff to more effectively adapt to 

negative customer experiences and manage negative psychological outcomes from emotional 

labour (Hartmann et al., 2020; Luthar et al., 2000). Evidence shows that emotional resilience has 

a direct impact on emotional labour by buffering emotional demands at work. It can help 

customer service staff effectively manage the negative emotional outcomes of customer incivility 

(Al-Hawari et al., 2019), and has direct impact on the two most damaging outcomes of emotional 

labour: burnout and emotional exhaustion (Everly et al., 2008; Harker et al., 2016). Individual 

emotional labour acts as a resource that customer service staff can draw upon to manage their 

emotional responses to customer interactions, and both reduce the chance of increased stress 

(especially from negative experiences) and increase their ability to cope with future instances of 

customer incivility. Emotional resilience may not eliminate stressful interactions with customers, 

but it can enhance an individual’s ability to respond positively to the stressor and move past the 

experience with less long-term stress. 

 Even more importantly, there is strong evidence to support the assertion that emotionally 

resilient workplaces can positively impact emotional resilience in individuals, and emotionally 

resilient individuals can work together to create emotionally resilient workplaces (Hartmann et 

al., 2020; Mendy, 2020; Sergeant & Laws-Chapman, 2012). Thus, if workplaces can both 

promote emotional resilience within individuals, and provide ongoing support for creating more 
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resilient teams, one will positively impact the other. And studies show that workplaces can 

influence the emotional resilience in their staff through targeted interventions (Bardoel et al., 

2014; Robertson et al., 2015). Emotional resilience training can take many forms, and can 

influence many different skills associated with resilience, from emotional intelligence to active 

coping.  

 Based on this evidence, there is strong support in research for the assertion that emotional 

resilience can positively impact the negative outcomes of emotional labour in customer service 

staff, and that customer service staff in Canadian post-secondary intuitions can benefit from 

increased emotional resilience. Thankfully for institutions looking to follow this advice, there are 

several available interventions that can be explored. The Promoting Adult Resilience (PAR) 

program developed by Millear et al. (2008) has been tested in both short and long formats, and 

had positive impacts on coping, wellbeing and resilience, while decreasing perceived levels of 

stress and depression (Liossis et al., 2009; Millear et al., 2008). Its limitations include a small 

sample size for both major feasibility studies of the platform, and a lack of further independent 

research to test its effectiveness in a more objective way. Appendix C shows examples of the 

PAR program’s content and schedule. More detailed descriptions of the content shared at each 

milestone in the schedule have not been made available. 

 A less specific, but no less effective training platform available is the Mindfulness-Based 

Stress Reduction (MBSR) program developed by Kabat-Zinn (2003). Focusing on mindfulness 

and its role in building resilience, variations on the MBSR program implemented as interventions 

have been shown to reduce stress (Janssen et al., 2018) and increase positive coping mechanisms 

of individuals (Walach et al., 2007). It has been studied directly with customer service workers, 

leading to a decrease in surface acting and an increase in job satisfaction (Hülsheger, Alberts, 
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Feinholdt, & Lang, 2013). Further, it has been tested with helping professions like nursing and 

social work, and high-stress environments like firefighting (Crowder & Sears, 2017; Joyce et al., 

2018; Poulin, Mackenzie, Soloway, & Karayolas, 2008). MBSR interventions can be 

implemented both in-person and online and achieve similar results (Aikens et al., 2014; Reb & 

Choi, 2014). In summation, Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction was the most heavily studied 

intervention shown to have impacts on resilience and resilience-related skills like active coping 

and situational reappraisal. It is not without its limitations, however; a lack of clear definition of 

what constitutes mindfulness, and a lack of longitudinal studies on both the positive and potential 

negative aspects of increased mindfulness are highlighted as significant shortfalls of the research 

on mindfulness and its impact on workplace stress (Van Dam et al., 2017; Vanhove, Herian, 

Perez, Harms, & Lester, 2016).  

 Because each intervention discussed in this paper targets different categories of the 

emotional resilience framework, no single program will fit every customer service environment 

and every customer service agent. The specific focus on coping, self-efficacy and social skills 

outlined in the PAR program may be best suited to an areas in which difficult situations arise 

regularly, and staff feel less empowered by their work such as the call center outlined in Kotzé 

and Lamb (2012) or the aggressive bar environments described in Harris & Reynolds (2003). For 

post-secondary staff, this training would be beneficial for residence and hospitality staff which 

deal with potentially aggressive or intoxicated students, and financial support or technical staff in 

which students may be frustrated or upset. MBSR-based programs are well suited to all types of 

staff within a post-secondary environment, as the focus on mindfulness and emotional 

intelligence provides skills that can be beneficial in all interpersonal relationships. 
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 To illustrate an example of an intervention that targets several facets of the emotional 

resilience framework, in early 2019, I approached the Learning and Development team at the 

University of Guelph with a proposal to offer a session titled Emotional Resilience for Customer 

Service. The session was two hours long and taught concepts like the neurological and cognitive 

sources of stress, along with constructive solutions to build resilience like situational reappraisal 

and mindfulness. A description of the session and summary of the content presented is provided 

in Appendix D. The session targeted several facets of the emotional resilience framework: self-

efficacy, situational reappraisal, cognitive flexibility, emotional intelligence, self-esteem and 

social support. The initial session was overbooked almost immediately, and a second session was 

scheduled for later in the semester. Both sessions were very well attended, and anecdotal survey 

responses afterwards show that the content was valuable, well-received and necessary. This 

session has been adapted several times over the past two years and administered to almost 100 

employees across several different departments. The content of this study will further influence 

future versions of this session as resources like the BRiTE program (Mansfield, et al., 2016) 

offer more opportunities to develop social support for attendees, and the focus of mentoring 

relationships in McDonald et al.’s (2012) session can further develop social support within 

teams.  

Discussion 

 Organizations have a moral obligation to protect their staff from the potential harms that 

accompany the work they do (Kinman & Grant, 2017). We cannot reliably ensure that the 

‘customer’ role in customer service – regardless of how that role is interpreted – will do their 

part with courtesy and respect. All we can hope to do is create a set of skills within customer 

service professionals that help them mitigate and respond to negative experiences with customers 
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in a way that does not cause undue stress or harm (Walach et al., 2007). This training can be 

developed in individuals, but research shows that training staff together positively impacts staff 

resilience as a whole (Spangler et al., 2012) and helps build caring relationships that can 

strengthen individual resilience even further (Kotzé & Lamb, 2012). Customer service staff in 

post-secondary institutions, both administrative and academic, need it more than ever as they 

face rapidly expanding and changing workplaces (Winefield & Jarrett, 2001) and emotional 

challenges from both customers and colleagues (Thomas, 2005). Several options have been 

presented for interventions that have been studied, tested, and shown to have positive impacts on 

resilience. This training can be developed internally if resources exist, implemented through a 

workplace EAP (Homewood Health, Inc., 2020) or private partners that specialize in particular 

resilience interventions (The Centre for Mindfulness Studies, 2020). Post-secondary institutions 

that value their customer service staff and desire to increase their ability to cope with the 

everyday stresses of their work and mitigate the potential burnout and emotional exhaustion of 

emotional labour should consider exploring these interventions and offering them to individuals, 

teams and departments. As the research has shown, customer service staff are not the only group 

susceptible to emotional labour in the post-secondary workplace, so expanding this training 

offering to all employee groups may yield even more value. 

Limitations and Opportunities for Future Study 

 All the studies referenced in this work have their limitations. Inconsistency in the 

definitions of concepts like resilience, a lack of standardization in the metrics tracked or the 

measures used to track them, and a lack of statistical significance among sample sizes all make 

precisely identifying the impact of resilience on emotional labour impossible (Macedo et al., 

2014; Vanhove et al., 2016). Future study into the development of emotional resilience in the 
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workplace, and its impact on the outcomes of emotional labour would benefit from more 

substantial sample groups, and more long-term study periods. Standardizing a set of metrics or 

outcomes to measure would make different studies among different groups of employees or 

organizations easier to compare and would make more comprehensive meta-analysis possible. 

 The study that informed and directed this research was Cloutier & Pellerin's (2019) work 

on support staff stress within Quebec post-secondary institutions. Because all provinces differ in 

their approach to funding and resources (Usher, 2019), a more comprehensive national study 

would help to validate whether this issue is prevalent across provincial boundaries and is indeed 

a national crisis. We can infer from this study that Ontario or British Columbia institutions face 

similar stresses and rates of stress among their staff, but without evidence this is only 

speculation. Future direction for this line of inquiry could be re-creating the Quebec study within 

another province, which would at least yield further data for comparison and contemplation. 

 A final limitation of this study is its focus solely on resilience interventions as a potential 

moderator of the stresses associated with customer service work. While we have shown that 

resilience can have a major impact on issues like burnout and emotional exhaustion, and that 

resilience interventions are common, they are not the only form of intervention that has yielded 

positive impacts on the negative outcomes of emotional labour (Vanhove et al., 2016). Emotional 

intelligence interventions in particular are popular, and may yield similar results (Varca, 2004) 

which is worth further inquiry. In certain cases, such as a highly aggressive outbound debt 

collection organization, emotional resilience was found to have no impact on issues like 

emotional exhaustion (Kotzé & Lamb, 2012) meaning some areas of customer service may be 

simply too emotionally challenging to overcome with only emotional resilience as a resource. 
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Whether these types of environments are healthy for individuals at all is worth debating, but 

beyond the scope of this paper. 

The original discovery of the Cloutier & Pellerin (2019) study had a significant impact on 

my perception of my colleagues. If over 50% of support staff in Quebec experienced significant 

mental stress as a result of their work, it is likely a number of my Ontario post-secondary 

colleagues were experiencing the same issue – but no researcher has come along yet to survey 

and study the data. The research in this report will directly impact the future content of the 

Emotional Resiliency for Customer Support session, and the session will be even further 

grounded in scientific theory as a result. While my background is not in psychology, and my role 

is not in learning and development, I wanted to contribute in my own way to the health and 

wellbeing of my fellow service professionals. No one deserves burnout and exhaustion in 

exchange for their hard work. And while we cannot make customer interactions less difficult, we 

can make staff less susceptible to these difficulties and less likely to allow transactional 

negativity to spillover into their other work experiences or their home and family life. I hope this 

study will inspire others to seek out similar opportunities to improve their lives and the lives of 

their colleagues in customer service work. As I say at the end of my session – no matter what 

department we work in, we all do some form of customer service. And we are all in this together. 
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Appendix A 

 

Program and Citation Context Topics Covered and 
Elements of Resilience 
Framework Targeted 

A work-based educational 
intervention to support the 
development of personal 
resilience in nurses and 
midwives 
(McDonald, Jackson, Wilkes, & 
Vickers, 2012) 
 

6 monthly sessions conducted 
in a clinical setting 

• Mentoring 
relationships 

• Hardiness 
• Intellectual Flexibility 
• Achieving Life 

Balance 
• Reflective and Critical 

Thinking 
  
Targets: Cognitive 
Flexibility/Situational 
Reappraisal, Social Support, 
Optimism 
 

Contemplative emotional 
training in mental health 
workers 
(Milicevic, Milton 
(Ven.Thupten Lekshe), & 
O’Loughlin, 2016) 
 

6 week Cultivating Emotional 
Balance (CEB) workshop 
conducted with students and 
teachers in a community 
mental health program 

• Emotional Regulation 
• Mindfulness 

Meditation 
 
Targets: Emotional 
Intelligence, 
 

Personal Resilience and 
Resilient Relationships 
program 
(Waite & Richardson, 2004) 
 

5 weekly full-day sessions 
held in a government tax-
processing division 

No details provided on 
specific topics, but examples 
of topics include resilience, 
interpersonal relationships 
and personal strength 
  
Targets: self-esteem, self-
efficacy, social support 
 

BRiTE (Building Resilience 
in Teacher Education) 
Framework 
(Mansfield, Beltman, 
Broadley, & Weatherby-Fell, 
2016) 
 

Proposal for an intervention 
targeting teaching staff, with 
resources available at 
https://www.brite.edu.au/ 

• Resilience 
• Relationships 
• Wellbeing 
• Taking Initiative 
• Emotions 

  
Targets: resilience, social 
support, self-efficacy, 
emotional intelligence 

https://www.brite.edu.au/
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Appendix B 

The READY (REsilience and Activity for every DaY) Program 

Ten sessions, 2.5 hours per session administered over 13 weeks as outlined in Burton, Pakenham, 

& Brown (2009) 

Session 1 - Introduction and Program Overview 

READY resilience model, protective factors, warning signs of low resilience. 

Activity Promotion (group 2 only) - Activity benefits, national activity guidelines, step counting 

& pedometers, identifying preferences, goal setting, barriers & problem solving. 

Session 2 - Mindfulness 

Mindfulness vs mindlessness, mindfulness strategies. 

Session 3 - Defusion 1 

Thought fusion, identifying unhelpful thoughts, defusion strategies. 

Session 4 - Defusion 2 

Observer self, defusion strategies. 

Session 5 - Acceptance 

About emotions, responding to emotions, about acceptance, acceptance strategies. 

Session 6 - Mid Program Review 

Resilient and non resilient characteristics, activating and trouble shooting coping strategies. 

Session 7 - Life Values and Meaningful Action 

About values, value identification, meaningful action. 

Session 8 - Social Connectedness 

Types of support, support responses, active and reflective listening, barriers to social 

connectedness. 

Session 9 - Relaxation and Pleasant Activities 

Active relaxation exercises, progressive muscle relaxation exercises, pleasurable activities. 

Session 10 - Review and Planning for the Future 

Resilient and non resilient characteristics, activating and trouble shooting coping strategies. 
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Appendix C 

The Promoting Adult Resilience (PAR) Program 

Version 1 

Eleven sessions, 1 hour per session administered over eleven consecutive weeks as outlined in 

Millear, Liossis, Shochet, Biggs, & Donald (2008) 

Weeks 1 and 2 - Strengths and Resilience 

Understanding personal strengths and resilience 

Weeks 3 and 4 - Cool and Calm 

Managing stress  

Weeks 5 and 6 - Challenging and Changing Self-Talk  

CBT principles  

Weeks 7 and 8 - Problem-Solving Work-life Problems  

Problem-solving techniques 

Weeks 9 and 10 - Preventing and Managing Conflict  

Interpersonal skills 

Week 11 - Bringing it Together  

Summary of program 

Version 2 

Seven sessions, 1.5 hours per session administered over seven consecutive weeks as outlined in 

Liossis, Shochet, Millear, & Biggs (2009) 

Week 1 - Understanding personal strengths and resilience 

Week 2 - Understanding and managing stress 

Week 3 - Challenging and changing negative self-talk 

Week 4 - Practicing changing negative self-talk 

Week 5 - Promoting positive relationships 

Week 6 - Problem-solving work–life problems and managing conflict 

Week 7 - Bringing it together 
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Appendix D 

Emotional Resiliency and Customer Service Session Description 

Whether it's registering new students, supporting technology, or checking out workout 

equipment, customer service is one of the most common, important and challenging roles on 

campus. It takes perseverance and commitment to meet with staff, faculty, and students all day, 

every day to keep the wheels turning. The role can be very rewarding, but the daily interactions 

can also have a shadow side – dwindling positivity, stress, and anxiety. 

Software company Kayako found in a recent survey that customer service professionals 

are on average 6.8% less satisfied with their jobs over time as they were when they started. Penn 

State and the University at Buffalo analyzed data from a survey called the National Survey of 

Work Stress and Health and found that employees who interacted with the public drank more 

after work than those who did not. That represents a significant challenge to employee well-

being. 

So what can customer service professionals do to make sure their roles are enjoyable and 

rewarding in the long term? While there's no cure-all for stressful work, there are ways to keep 

spirits high and find meaning in each customer interaction: mindfulness, engagement and 

emotional resiliency. 

This session is for anyone working in customer service that is looking to bring more serenity and 

satisfaction to their work. We'll look at: 

• How customer service interactions affect your mental health 

• Strategies for dealing with difficult interactions 

• How to approach situations where "everything is on fire" 

• Staying emotionally grounded in your work, and tips for self-care 
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Topics covered include: Cognitive origins of stress, locus of control, handling difficult situations 

with customers, reframing stressful situations, compartmentalizing time, recharging resources, 

gratitude, social supports 


