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Abstract 

 Loneliness can be a serious condition that has been found to be linked to several 

negative physical and mental health outcomes, as well as several negative work outcomes. 

Loneliness can be the result of a thwarted need to belong, which is a fundamental human 

need to have sufficient consistent, lasting relationships of mutual concern. This need 

motivates people to moderate their behaviour to strive for these relationships. Although 

loneliness has been well studied in general, further research specifically on loneliness at work 

is needed, which this study does by investigating the mediating role that emotion regulation 

has on the relationship between need to belong and loneliness. We also examine the 

moderating role of social support on the relationship between emotion regulation and 

loneliness. For this study, we use data from 156 employees who participated in a daily diary 

design study conducted in Aoteatoa New Zealand. We found a significant positive 

relationship between need to belong and surface acting, and between surface acting and 

loneliness, and mediation analysis found that surface acting was a significant mediator of the 

relationship between need to belong and loneliness. We also found a significant moderation 

effect of social support on the relationship between deep acting and loneliness, specifically 

that people who engage in deep acting and perceive there to be low social support at work 

feel significantly more lonely than people who perceive social support to be high. There was 

no significant relationship between need to belong and deep acting or between deep acting 

and loneliness and no moderating effect of social support on the relationship between surface 

acting and loneliness. Our study shows that engaging in surface acting to try to fit in better at 

work is counter-productive and results in people feeling more lonely. It also highlights the 

importance of social support at work for people to feel the benefits of deep acting.  

Keywords: need to belong, emotion regulation, emotional labour, surface acting, deep  

acting, loneliness, social support  
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Don’t Fake It If You Want to Make It: The Relationship Between Need to Belong, 

Emotion Regulation Strategy Choice, and Loneliness at Work 

"I used to think that the worst thing in life was to end up all alone, it's not. The worst 

thing in life is to end up with people that make you feel alone." - Robin Williams 

Loneliness is one of the most detrimental feelings to people’s health and well-being. 

In their review of the consequences of loneliness, Hawkley and Cacioppo (2010) found that 

loneliness is associated with an increase in physical health risks like cardiovascular disease, 

high blood pressure and mortality, as well as increased mental health risks such as depressive 

symptoms, psychoses, cognitive decline, and suicide. It has been identified as a concerning 

epidemic for decades (see, for example, Killeen, 1998), and is still considered to be a 

growing issue worldwide (Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018). Concerns have grown further over 

the past couple of years with some studies indicating that the COVID-19 pandemic has 

further isolated people (Groarke et al., 2020; Hwang et al., 2020).  

Although there is a significant body of literature on loneliness in general, researchers 

have called for more research to be done on loneliness specifically at work (Ozcelik & 

Barsade, 2018; Wright & Silard, 2021). Work is a place where people spend a significant 

amount of time and forge important connections (Murthy, 2020) and research that has been 

done in this area has identified that loneliness is negatively related with job performance, 

organisational citizenship behaviours (OCBs), leader-member exchange and organisation-

member exchange (Lam & Lau, 2012; Ozcelik & Barsade, 2018). It is, therefore, an 

important topic for organisations to consider in terms of creating workplaces where their 

employees can thrive and perform well. There are several antecedents to loneliness, among 

which a key reason is a thwarted need to belong, which is a fundamental human need 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). To meet this need, and avoid feelings of loneliness, people are 
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motivated to adapt their behaviours in order to try to fit in (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). At 

work, this means adapting behaviours to fit in better with colleagues.  

In this study, we focus on an important factor that has implications for workplace 

loneliness, emotional regulation, as emotion is one of the key elements of the formation and 

maintenance of groups, such as work teams or work friendship groups (Kelly & Barsade, 

2001). Specifically, we draw from need-to-belong theory (Baumeister, 2012; Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995) and argue that, driven by the need to belong, people engage in surface and deep 

acting in order to match their displayed and felt emotions to those of the implicit and explicit 

emotional norms of their workgroups. The two emotional regulation behaviours then have 

differential implications for felt loneliness. We also evaluate the moderation effect of social 

support on the relationship between emotion regulation and loneliness and argue that people 

who feel that they have more social support at work will experience less loneliness. Our study 

therefore adds to the literature firstly by answering the call for further research on loneliness 

at work by using a daily diary design to investigate the relationship between need to belong 

and loneliness and whether emotion regulation mediates this. We also contribute to the 

literature on emotional labour by studying need to belong as an antecedent that has, thus far, 

received little attention. Emotional labour research also often focuses on emotional 

exhaustion and burnout as outcomes, so we contribute to the literature by studying the 

relationship with loneliness, and we also look at relationships between colleagues as opposed 

to service industry relationships which have been more thoroughly studied. Finally, much of 

what research has been done to date studying emotional labour between colleagues has 

focused on the antecedents and outcomes of surface acting so we add to this body of literature 

by including deep acting in our study.  

Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 

Need to Belong and Emotion Regulation 
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The need to belong is a “pervasive drive to form and maintain at least a minimum 

quantity of lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal relationships” (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995, p. 497). These are relationships where someone perceives there to be mutual 

concern and anticipates that the relationship will be ongoing. As a fundamental need, the 

need to belong is inherent within all humans and will remain stable across situations, 

although the strength of the need to belong will differ between individuals (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995). According to the need-to-belong theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), people do 

not need to experience strong, lasting relationships with everyone in their lives, but a 

minimum number of such relationships is needed to meet one’s psychological need. The 

number of relationships needed will differ from person to person. At the point where this 

need is satiated, the effect of further relationships on people’s well-being is weakened 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The need to belong evolved as an outcome of being a social 

species where cooperation and the development of relationships resulted in a range of 

benefits from hunting success to safety, and more successful reproduction (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995). In today’s world, although belonging to a group may not be necessary for the 

procurement of food or physical safety, the sense of belonging is still important as it 

constitutes a positive experience and has been found to have a substantial impact on people’s 

health and well-being, including happiness, contentment, and satisfaction with life 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Mellor et al., 2008). Conversely, the feeling that one does not 

belong to one’s social group may result in negative health and well-being outcomes such as 

anxiety, depression, loneliness, stress, burnout and dissatisfaction with life (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995; Coissard et al., 2017; Mellor et al., 2008). Need-to-belong theory thus argues 

that everyone strives to achieve a sense of belongingness in the social groups that are 

important to them, more so for people who have a strong need to belong.  
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As an activity that fills a significant amount of life, work is often an activity that we 

identify strongly with and is an important source through which people seek a sense of 

belonging (Michaelson et al., 2014). It is also an area of life where people have a history, and 

expected future, of consistent interactions with others. However, the satisfaction of one’s 

need to belong depends on more than simple affiliations and spending regular time with 

people, such as work colleagues. A feeling of warmth and care towards one another is also 

needed.  A strong need to belong, therefore, will motivate people to engage in behaviours that 

are perceived to help them achieve stronger relationships where there is mutual concern 

between parties.  

Within a work environment, fitting into the organisation’s norms and culture is 

important for inclusion, and workers who do not comply are likely to be ostracised, whether 

purposefully or non-purposefully (Robinson et al., 2013). We suggest that driven by a need to 

belong, people will engage in emotional regulation behaviours to fit in their work group, as 

emotion is one element that plays an important role in group dynamics and cohesion. Shared 

group emotion, which individual group members contribute to both implicitly and explicitly 

(Kelly & Barsade, 2001), has been posited to be a key element in the formation of a group 

(Moreland, 1987; as cited in Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In a work context, if an individual’s 

emotion does not align with the group emotion within a work team, it may lead to a feeling of 

alienation, or they may be excluded from the formation of a social group because their 

emotions do not align with those of other founding members. Organisations also usually have 

implicit and explicit emotional norms (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995). These emotional norms 

define the affective context of a group and lay the foundation for group emotion (Kelly & 

Barsade, 2001). For example, within an accountancy firm, it may be more normal for 

employees to work quietly and exhibit stable emotions, whereas within a creative agency, it 

may be more encouraged to show passion for the projects that employees are engaged in, and 
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a variety of emotions may be displayed more frequently. In both examples, employees are 

expected to comply with these emotional expression norms. If they are seen to ‘fit in’, they 

may reap benefits such as being included in social groups, colleagues acting more warmly 

towards them, and receiving financial rewards through promotions. The opposite may be true 

for employees who do not fit in (Kerr & Slocum, 2005; Williams & Sommer, 1997). In sum, 

to meet their need to belong, people are motivated to fit in their work group by expressing 

emotions in a way that is aligned with group norms. 

However, in situations where people do not naturally feel the emotion that others are 

expecting them to express, they have to engage in emotion regulation, whereby they match 

the expression of their emotion to the perceived expectation rather than to what they 

authentically feel. It is worth noting that emotion regulation in the workplace has traditionally 

been studied within the service industry, where display rules are often explicitly specified to 

dictate which emotions employees should show to customers. Hochschild (1983) termed this 

as ‘emotional labour’. More recently, researchers have pointed out that emotion regulation is 

not only limited to service workers, and that employees also engage in emotion regulation 

behaviours when interacting with organisational insiders like supervisors or coworkers where 

emotional expression norms also exist (Gabriel et al., 2020; Ozcelik, 2013). The ongoing 

nature of relationships with coworkers is likely to make the motivation to fit in even more 

important than within transactional relationships, as coworker relationships are more likely to 

satisfy the long-term, significant aspects of relationships needed to gain a sense of belonging 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The current study therefore focuses on the relationships 

between employees’ need to belong and them regulating their emotions to fit in with their 

work group, and thus focuses on emotion regulation towards supervisors and coworkers 

instead of customers. 
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Specifically, people can use two distinct strategies to regulate their emotions, namely, 

surface acting and deep acting (Hochschild, 1983). Surface acting refers to “disguising what 

we feel [or] pretending to feel what we do not…we deceive others about what we really feel, 

but we do not deceive ourselves” (Hochschild, 1983, p. 36). Employees have been found to 

engage in surface acting when there is an incongruence between their own traits and goals, 

and the work environment (Ozcelik, 2013). Awareness of this incongruence leads to 

discomfort as it is a sign of not belonging. In this case, a person is motivated to adjust their 

behaviour to align themselves more closely to the work environment in an effort to fit in 

better (Ozcelik, 2013). This may mean, for example, that an employee expresses interest in a 

project assigned by a supervisor, even if they do not feel interested, or that they suppress their 

anger at a coworker’s remark because it would not be professional to express that anger. 

Using the surface acting strategy means that the actor fakes an expected emotion and/or 

suppresses, rather than changes, their original, underlying emotion. Deep acting, on the other 

hand, refers to when a “display is a natural result of working on feeling; the actor does not try 

to seem happy or sad but rather expresses spontaneously…a real feeling that has been self-

induced” (Hochschild, 1983, p. 38). For example, if a coworker says something unkind, 

which could result in feelings of sadness, the actor could reappraise the situation and realise 

that their coworker seems to be having a bad day and, therefore, conclude that the comment 

should not be taken personally. Deep acting in this case could help the actor change their 

initial feeling of sadness for themself into compassion for their coworker. The distinction 

between surface and deep acting has been well supported by research (e.g., Grandey, 2003) 

and an actor may engage in different strategies in different situations, use both strategies 

simultaneously, or use deep acting to modify negative feelings for the most part then surface 

acting to hide any remaining negativity from the receiver (Grandey, 2003).  
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Taken together, we argue that the need to belong should be positively related to both 

surface and deep acting. As presented above the need to belong is motivational, in that people 

who feel a strong need to belong are motivated to engage in behaviours that they feel are 

likely to increase their belongingness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Research has shown, for 

example, that a strong need to belong leads people to strongly commit to social norms for 

greater acceptance (Yagil & Medler-Liraz, 2017), conform to group behaviours to try to fit in 

(Williams et al., 2000), and engage in self-regulation to gain greater inclusion (Baumeister et 

al., 2005). We argue that the need to belong would result in a willingness to regulate 

emotions in order to mimic the group emotion, comply with organisational norms, and gain 

greater acceptance from the people that they work with. Surface and deep acting are different 

strategies of emotion regulation, and may both be considered an effective tool to secure social 

acceptance by one’s work group and to avoid exclusion, as one works to display an emotion 

that meets the group emotion norm. Thus, we propose, 

Hypothesis 1a. Need to belong is positively related to one’s daily engagement in surface 

acting. 

Hypothesis 1b. Need to belong is positively related to deep acting on a daily basis. 

Emotional Regulation and Loneliness 

One’s engagement in surface and deep acting, in turn, has different implications for 

loneliness. The experience of loneliness results from an unsatisfied need to belong and a lack 

of acceptance by social circles (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Leary et al., 2013; Mellor et al., 

2008). In a work environment, Wright and Silard (2021) defined loneliness as “the 

psychological pain of perceived relational deficiencies in the workplace” (p. 1064). They 

argue that “loneliness is an inherently subjective and individual experience (Erlich, 1998), 

that evolves from cognitive, emotional, and behavioural elements rooted in the need to 

meaningfully connect with others” (p. 1064). Researchers throughout the years have argued 
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that it is not just the number of relationships people have that determines loneliness, but the 

perceived quality of those relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Lam & Lau, 2012; 

Perlman & Peplau, 1981). At work someone may, therefore, be surrounded by colleagues all 

day, but they may still feel lonely if they do not perceive their relationships with others to be 

strong.  

As discussed, people may use emotion regulation strategies like surface and deep 

acting to try to fit in better with colleagues, as feeling more accepted and part of the team 

could help ameliorate loneliness. However, research has shown that the outcomes of emotion 

regulation may not always align with the actor’s desired outcome. Surface acting has been 

found to be positively related to emotional exhaustion (Ozcelik, 2013), stress (Grandey, 

2003), and depersonalisation (Wang et al., 2011). It has also been found to be negatively 

related to job performance (Ozcelik, 2013), job satisfaction (Bhave & Glomb, 2013), and 

relationship satisfaction (Bakker et al., 2019). The key difference between surface and deep 

acting is that surface acting involves acting inauthentically as one is expressing an emotion 

that is not felt. Research has shown that this inauthenticity can be identified by the interaction 

partner, which may result in their negative responses to the actor. For example, Krumhuber et 

al. (2007) found that people who are perceived inauthentic are perceived as less likeable, less 

trustworthy, less cooperative, and are less likely to be chosen as an interaction partner in the 

future. During interactions with coworkers, acting inauthentically can be seen as an attempt 

to control others or a display of lack of care (Huppertz et al., 2020) and is negatively related 

to the interaction partners’ satisfaction with the actor (Hu & Shi, 2015). Therefore, one’s 

engagement in surface acting may lead to low quality relationships and negative reactions 

from interaction partners, which is likely to lead to higher loneliness instead of a higher sense 

of belongingness. We therefore propose that: 

Hypothesis 2. Surface acting is positively related to feelings of loneliness on a daily basis. 



 12 

In comparison, outcomes of deep acting have been found to be more beneficial to the 

actor. Rather than focusing on how an emotion is displayed, as is the case with surface acting, 

deep acting is a focus on how an emotion is felt which in turn leads to the emotion that is 

consequently displayed being more authentic. Gabriel et al. (2020) found that deep actors 

experienced reduced feelings of inauthenticity, greater perception of reciprocity within 

relationships, and higher trust that their coworkers will be considerate towards them, than 

those who use surface acting more often. Deep acting has also been shown to be positively 

associated with how appropriate interaction partners perceive the actor’s emotional display to 

be, with more appropriate emotional displays improving rapport between interacting parties 

(Hülsheger and Schewe, 2011) and resulting in more positive feedback from interaction 

partners (Alabak et al., 2020). Feelings of reciprocity within relationships, belief that others 

will be considerate, having good rapport with another person, and receiving positive feedback 

are likely to result in the actor evaluating those relationships positively. A deep actor who 

uses cognitive change strategies is, therefore, more likely to be able to develop stronger 

relationships (Alabak et al., 2020). As strong relationships help to fulfil a person’s need to 

belong, thus reducing feelings of loneliness, we hypothesis that: 

Hypothesis 3. Deep acting is negatively related to feelings of loneliness on a daily basis. 

Emotion Regulation as a Mediator 

As discussed, the need to belong motivates people to act in a way that will satisfy that 

need. One aspect of a group that can lead to belonging is the sharing of group emotions and 

compliance with implicit and explicit emotional norms. If someone does not authentically 

feel the same emotion as the rest of the group, they may engage in surface acting to 

outwardly display the group emotion, or deep acting to reappraise their own felt emotion and 

work to change this to become more in line with the group emotion. These strategies are 

likely to then be related to their feelings of loneliness. Surface actors are likely to experience 
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greater feelings of loneliness due to the inauthenticity of the emotion that they display, which 

leads to a reduction in quality of the relationship. We thus hypothesise that: 

Hypothesis 4a: Surface acting will mediate the relationship between the need to belong 

and loneliness. 

Engaging in deep acting to satisfy a need to belong and fit in better with a group is 

also likely to impact on people’s feelings of loneliness. The more authentic display of 

emotions from deep acting (rather than surface acting) is likely to result in the relationship 

being strengthened and, as a result, a reduction in loneliness. We therefore hypothesise that: 

Hypothesis 4b: Deep acting will mediate the relationship between the need to belong and 

loneliness. 

Social Support as a Moderator 

We argue that the effects of surface and deep acting on loneliness depends on how 

much social support at work is available to the employee. There are various forms of social 

support (see Jolly et al., 2021 for further discussion) but as we are concerned with the 

strength of people’s relationships, we focus on emotional support. Emotional support at work 

relates to the connections and friendships that people have the opportunity to develop in the 

workplace and provides important cues for an employee to understand their social reality at 

work (Ng & Sorensen, 2008). As discussed, the need to belong is satisfied by someone 

having a sufficient number of long-term relationships of mutual concern with others. 

Emotional support is indicative of this kind of relationship as it demonstrates care and 

concern for another and having emotional support available at work provides a cue to 

employees that they are welcome there, and that coworkers care about each other’s welfare. If 

colleagues are perceived to be emotionally supportive, therefore, the quality of those 

relationships is likely to be judged as high, and people are likely to feel that they belong and, 

therefore, to not feel lonely. When someone uses emotion regulation strategies to attempt to 
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fit in better with a group, this can lead to greater or lesser feelings of loneliness, depending on 

the strategy employed. As discussed above, someone who engages in surface acting is 

vulnerable to experiencing the negative effects of this due to the inauthenticity of the 

interaction and the breakdown in relationship that can result from this. However, if the person 

who has engaged in surface acting already feels that they are part of a supportive group at 

work, and that they are welcome there and others care about them, this could compensate for 

the potential negative effects of surface acting and mean that they do not feel so lonely. The 

moderating effect of social support on the relationship between surface acting and loneliness 

has not yet been tested, but Yue et al. (2015) found that coworker support weakened the 

relationship between surface acting and negative affect. They argued that the availability of 

social support can help people to engage in problem-solving behaviour such as engaging in 

reappraisal, which in turn leads to reduced negative affect because people then do not 

ruminate on the negative effects of surface acting as much. The relationship between social 

support and increased problem-solving behaviour has also been found in further studies 

(DeLongis & Holtzman, 2005; Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1987), and problem-solving behaviour 

has been shown to be negatively associated with loneliness (O’Day et al., 2019; Preece et al., 

2021; Rodriguez et al., 2020). We therefore hypothesise that; 

Hypothesis 5a. The positive relationship between surface acting and loneliness will be 

stronger among employees who perceive that they have low social support compared to 

employees who perceive that they have high social support. 

In terms of deep acting, we expect that deep acting will be a more effective tool to 

reduce loneliness when one has a lot of social support at work. As discussed earlier, the need 

to belong motivates people to behave in ways that will build and maintain strong 

relationships with others, and when people have these relationships in their lives, they 

experience a variety of benefits (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). If employees who feel that they 
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are part of a supportive work group then engage in deep acting, which helps them to maintain 

those strong relationships, they are likely to experience further feelings of belongingness and, 

therefore, reduced loneliness. Partial support for this is provided by Kim et al. (2017), who 

found that perceived support from supervisors and coworkers strengthened the positive 

relationship between deep acting and job satisfaction (which is an aspect of well-being at 

work). Another recent study by Shoshan and Venz (2021) found that deep acting was 

positively associated with emotional support, which in turn was positively associated with 

end-of-day positive affect. Although these studies looked at different outcomes to ours, 

namely job satisfaction and positive affect, we argue that as relationships with supportive 

colleagues are satisfying a need to belong, we can also assume that they will further 

strengthen the negative relationship between deep acting and loneliness. On the other hand, 

we anticipate that low perceived social support at work will have less of an effect on the 

relationship between deep acting and loneliness. If someone does not feel that their 

colleagues are supportive, it may be less satisfying to engage in deep acting and try to fit in 

with them than if they were supportive. Reciprocity is an important part of strong 

relationships and the satisfaction of a need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and in a 

low support environment, a deep actor may not feel that the work that they are doing to 

reappraise their own emotions to help understand and meet those of others is being 

reciprocated. We therefore hypothesise that: 

Hypothesis 5b. The negative relationship between deep acting and loneliness will be 

stronger among employees who perceive that they have high social support compared to 

employees who perceive that they have low social support. 

Method 

The data used for this study is part of a larger dataset collected to satisfy the research 

requirements of the Master of Organisational Psychology programme at the University of 
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Auckland. Eight students collaborated with two supervising staff to devise the questionnaires 

and recruit participants. Ethics approval for this research was provided by the University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 16/08/2021, reference number 

UAHPEC22761. 

 Survey Design 

This study uses a five-day daily diary design. Much organisational research is 

conducted using a cross-sectional design, which assumes construct stability over time (Ohly 

et al., 2010). However, strategies such as surface and deep acting to regulate emotions are 

used based on situational context, i.e., interactions with others. As it is possible that those 

interactions, and the feelings of loneliness that may be related to them, will be different day-

to-day, a daily diary design allows us to account for these daily changes (Ohly et al., 2010).  

People who were interested in participating were first asked to fill in a qualification 

questionnaire to confirm that they were over the age of 18, were resident in Aotearoa New 

Zealand, worked in a paid position at least 30 hours per week between the hours of 7 a.m. and 

7 p.m. Monday to Friday, and had been working at the same organisation for at least six 

months. Those who fulfilled the qualification criteria were then invited to fill in a baseline 

questionnaire, which included demographic information such as age, gender and tenure, as 

well as this study’s interest areas of need to belong and social support at work as these are 

both stable variables that are unlikely to vary day-by-day. The daily diary surveys were sent 

three times a day (at 11 a.m., 4 p.m. and 8 p.m.) for a period of five consecutive workdays. 

Each survey was open for a specified period (two hours for the lunchtime and afternoon 

surveys, and three and a half hours for the evening survey). For this study, the questions 

about emotion regulation were asked in the afternoon (4 p.m.) survey, and questions about 

loneliness were asked in the evening (8 p.m.) survey. All survey invitations were sent by 
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email, and surveys were conducted online using Qualtrics. Reminders were also sent to 

people by SMS if they had provided a mobile phone number. 

Participants and Procedure 

Participants were recruited using convenience sampling. The Masters students used 

word of mouth as well as social media (Facebook, Instagram) to recruit. Three hundred and 

twenty people who fulfilled the research criteria were invited to fill in a baseline survey. The 

data was being collected during the COVID-19 pandemic, when different areas of Aotearoa 

New Zealand were under different restriction levels. Participants were therefore invited to fill 

in the daily diary questionnaires in different stages, which corresponded to their region being 

at a COVID-19 alert level that allowed people to work from their usual place of work rather 

than being restricted to work from home. One hundred and ten participants who were based 

outside of the Auckland region were invited to participate in October 2021, of whom 105 

completed data on at least one day of the five-day data collection period (95.5% response 

rate). Restrictions in Auckland lifted in December 2021, so the remaining 210 participants 

were sent a questionnaire to check their continued qualification and availability for the 

research. One hundred and fifty-seven people completed the survey (74.8% response rate), of 

whom 113 (72%) still qualified and were invited to participate in the daily diary surveys. 

Seventy-four people completed data on at least one day of the five-day collection period 

(65.5%). In summary, 320 people completed the baseline survey and a total of 179 people 

submitted responses during at least one day of the daily diary surveys (55.9% response rate). 

The data was checked again to ensure that they were non-duplicates, and that they met the 

research project requirements. Outliers were then identified using the Mahalanobis distance 

multivariate outlier detection method and removed. The final participant sample totalled 156 

people. Of these, 135 participants (86.5%) identified as female and 21 (13.5%) identified as 

male, the majority (64.1%) identified as New Zealand European and they were aged from 20 
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to 64 (M = 38.04, SD = 10.47). Participants worked an average of 40.28 hours in a typical 

week (SD = 5.69) and mostly held full-time (93.6%), permanent (92.9 %) contracts. Tenure 

at their organisation ranged from six months to 34 years (M = 62.90 months, SD = 69.66). 

Measures 

As participants were asked to fill out surveys three times a day for five days, the 

research team was mindful of the demands on participants’ time that were being made. As the 

length of survey is related to survey fatigue, with longer surveys resulting in increased fatigue 

(Galesic & Bosnjak, 2009), the scales used to measure the different constructs were 

shortened wherever possible. All items were measured on a five-point scale from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Need to Belong 

 Participants’ need to belong was measured in the baseline questionnaire. Four top-

loaded items were used from Leary et al.’s (2013) need to belong scale. These were “I try 

hard not to do things that will make other people avoid or reject me”, “I need to feel that there 

are people I can turn to in times of need”, “I want other people to accept me”, and “I do not 

like being alone”. Scale analysis showed the reliability to be unsatisfactory (α = .52). 

Eventually, based on face validity we selected the single item of “I want other people to 

accept me” for this study. 

Social Support 

Perception of social support at work was also measured in the baseline questionnaire. 

The items to measure social support were taken from Morgeson and Humphrey’s (2006) 

Work Design Questionnaire. The items we used were “I have the opportunity to develop 

close friendships in my job”, “I have the chance in my job to get to know other people”, “I 

have the opportunity to meet with others in my work”, “People I work with take a personal 
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interest in me”, and “People I work with are friendly”. The scale had a satisfactory reliability 

of α = .79. 

Surface Acting and Deep Acting 

 Emotion regulation was measured in the afternoon questionnaires, which were sent at 

4 p.m. daily. Gabriel et al.’s (2020) scale of emotion regulation with coworkers was used in 

the current study, which was adapted from Diefendorff et al.’s (2005) scale. Specifically, we 

used the referent ‘other people in my workplace’ to capture interactions with coworkers and 

supervisors. The four items used to measure surface acting asked people to rate whether 

during that day at work, they had “Put on an act in order to deal with other people in my 

workplace in an appropriate way”, “Faked a good mood when interacting with other people 

in my workplace”, “Put on a ‘show’ or ‘performance’ when interacting with other people in 

my workplace”, and “Showed feelings that were different from what I felt inside to other 

people in my workplace. The reliability of this scale was analysed on a day-by-day basis and 

ranged from α = .91 to α = .93 across the five days.  

The three items used to measure deep acting asked people to rate whether during that 

day at work, they had “Tried to actually experience the emotions that I showed to other 

people in my workplace”, “Made an effort to actually feel the emotions that I displayed 

toward other people in my workplace”, and “Worked hard to feel the emotions that I needed 

to show to other people in my workplace”. The reliability of this scale was analysed on a day-

by-day basis and ranged from α = .80 to α = .87 across the five days. 

Loneliness 

Loneliness was measured in the evening questionnaires, which were sent at 8 p.m. 

daily, using three items from Buecker et al.’s (2020) study. The items were “I felt lonely 

today”, “I felt left out today”, and “I felt isolated from others today”. The reliability of this 

scale was analysed on a day-by-day basis and ranged from α = .88 to α = .94 across the five 
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days. 

Analytic Approach 

 As our dataset contained daily response data nested within individual participant data, 

we conducted multilevel modelling using the ‘lme’ function within the ‘multilevel’ package 

for R version 4.1.2 to analyse it. The moderator (social support) and predictors (surface 

acting and deep acting) were grandmean centred when conducting moderation analysis. We 

included the control variables of age, gender, and tenure in all analyses, although all these 

effects were non-significant.  

Results 

 Means, standard deviations and correlations are presented in Table 1 and multilevel 

modelling results are shown in Table 2 and Figure 1. Hypothesis 1 proposed that need to 

belong would positively relate to both daily surface acting and daily deep acting. Results 

showed that need to belong is significantly and positively related to daily surface acting (γ = 

.17, SE = .08, p < .05). The relationship between need to belong and daily deep acting was 

non-significant (γ = .09, SE = .06, p > .05), although in the hypothesized direction. 

Hypothesis 1a was therefore supported but Hypothesis 1b was not. Hypothesis 2 proposed 

that daily surface acting would be positively related with daily loneliness. Results supported 

this hypothesis, showing the relationship to be strongly positive (γ = .31, SE = .04, p < .001). 

Hypothesis 3 proposed that daily deep acting would be negatively related to daily loneliness. 

Our results failed to support this hypothesis, showing a weak positive but non-significant 

relationship (γ = .06, SE = .05, p > .05). Hypothesis 4a proposed that surface acting would 

mediate the relationship between need to belong and loneliness. Monte Carlo results based on 

5,000 simulations indicated that surface acting during the workday mediated the effect of 

need to belong on loneliness: indirect effect = .05, 95% CI = [.00, .10], p = .05.  Results also 

showed that 36% of the total effect between need to belong and loneliness was mediated 
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through surface acting. Hypothesis 4a was therefore supported. Hypothesis 4b proposed that 

deep acting would mediate the relationship between need to belong and loneliness but as the 

relationships between need to belong and deep acting, and between deep acting and 

loneliness were non-significant, this hypothesis was not supported. 

We then added social support as a moderator into the model to test Hypothesis 5, 

which proposed that a) the positive relationship between surface acting and loneliness would 

be stronger among employees who perceive that they have low social support compared to 

employees who perceive that they have high social support, and that b) the negative 

relationship between deep acting and loneliness would be stronger among employees who 

perceive that they have high social support compared to employees who perceive that they 

have low social support. Results showed that the moderation effect of social support on the 

relationship between surface acting and loneliness was non-significant (γ = .05, SE = .06, p > 

.05). Hypothesis 5a was therefore not supported. In comparison, social support significantly 

moderated the relationship between daily deep acting and daily loneliness (γ = -.12, SE = .06, 

p < .05). To investigate this moderation effect further, we conducted a simple slopes analysis 

as shown in Figure 2. Results showed that the effect of deep acting on loneliness was only 

significant when social support is low (γ = .17, p < .05). This effect became non-significant 

when social support was high (γ = .01, p > .05). Taken together, Hypothesis 5b was 

supported. 

Discussion 

 To examine the relationship between need to belong and loneliness in the workplace, 

we developed and tested a multilevel model by specifying the mediating effect of emotion 

regulation (i.e., surface and deep acting) and the moderating effect of social support. Results 

from our daily diary study show that need to belong is significantly positively related to daily 

surface acting, which in turn is significantly and positively related to evening loneliness. 
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Mediation analysis revealed a significant mediation effect of surface acting on the 

relationship between need to belong and loneliness. This suggests that people engage in 

surface acting to try to fit in with their work groups, but that faking their emotions in this way 

is counter-productive and by engaging in this strategy, they not only do not feel that they fit 

in better, but actually become more lonely. On the other hand, we did not find any significant 

relationship between need to belong and deep acting, or between deep acting and loneliness. 

Although there has not been research done to date on the effect of deep acting on feelings of 

loneliness, the literature shows that deep acting generally has more positive outcomes for the 

actor than surface acting, such as greater feelings of authenticity, more rewarding 

interactions, reduced stress, and better overall well-being (Alabak et al., 2020; Gardner et al., 

2009; Grandey, 2003). Therefore, our study at least aligns with this line of research showing 

that deep acting, unlike surface acting, does not lead to higher levels of loneliness.  

Our study also showed a significant moderating effect of social support on the 

relationship between deep acting and loneliness, specifically that people need to perceive that 

they have high levels of social support from colleagues for them to benefit from deep acting 

and feel less lonely. We found no moderating effect of social support on the negative 

relationship between surface acting and loneliness. Social support has previously been found 

to be associated with lower levels of loneliness (Wright, 2005), but it does not appear to be 

sufficiently beneficial to counteract the negative effects of surface acting.   

Theoretical Implications 

 Our research drew on need-to-belong theory that posits that people have an inherent 

drive to fit into social groups, and that the strength of this drive will motivate people to 

engage in behaviours to adapt to their social group. We focused on emotion regulation as 

implicit and explicit group emotions play an important part in the formation and maintenance 

of groups (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995; Kelly & Barsade, 2001). Our research adds to both 
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the literature on the need to belong and the way it influences behaviours in the workplace, 

and on the emotional labour literature.  

There has been little research done to date exploring the relationship between the need 

to belong and emotion regulation between colleagues, but our study supported the work done 

by Yagil and Medler-Liraz (2017), which identified a positive relationship between the need 

to belong and surface acting with customers, as well as the negative outcomes this can have 

for the actor. We extended Yagil and Medler-Liraz’s (2017) work in several ways. Firstly, we 

focussed on intra-organisational interactions rather than those with customers. The service 

industry has historically been the main focus of emotional regulation research, and so our 

study adds to the growing body of research on emotion regulation between colleagues. 

Gabriel et al. (2020) suggested that, as the relationships between colleagues are generally 

longer-term than the relationships between employees and customers, colleagues would be 

more likely to engage in deep acting rather than surface acting when regulating their 

emotions. Our research shows that people do still engage in surface acting with colleagues, 

particularly when considered in relation to their need to belong. We also looked at a different 

outcome from that of Yagil and Medler-Liraz (2017), namely loneliness, which is an 

important area to consider due to the vulnerability of lonely people to experience negative 

physical and mental health, as well as negative work outcomes. Finally, we included deep 

acting as another potential mediator, which has previously not been investigated in relation to 

someone’s need to belong as far as we know. Our finding, that surface acting is a significant 

mediator of the relationship between need to belong and loneliness, suggests that not only are 

people who engage in surface acting at risk of the negative outcomes such as emotional 

exhaustion, stress, and depersonalisation that are associated with this strategy (Grandey, 

2003; Ozcelik, 2013; Wang et al., 2011), but they are also likely to feel more lonely. 

Engaging in surface acting, therefore, seems to be counter-productive if people are doing it to 
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try to fit in better. Deep acting, on the other hand, has previously been found to be linked to 

more positive outcomes, such as higher levels of social capital, higher trust in coworkers, 

more rewarding interactions and better rapport between interaction partners (Alabak et al., 

2020; Gabriel, 2020; Hülsheger and Schewe, 2011), all of which may contribute to greater 

feelings of belongingness. However, our research shows that people do not seem to use deep 

acting as an emotion regulation strategy in order to try to fit in. Our non-significant results 

regarding the relationships between need to belong, deep acting and loneliness deserve 

further investigation. Previous literature on emotional labour strategies has identified that 

surface acting and deep acting are often used together, with high levels of surface acting often 

combined with high levels of deep acting (Fouquereau et al., 2019; Gabriel et al., 2020). Our 

results are not consistent with this research suggesting that perhaps different antecedents to, 

or motivations for, emotional labour can result in strategies being engaged in different ways. 

Diefendorff et al. (2005), for example, found that the personality traits of extraversion and 

neuroticism were predictive of surface acting, and that positive and negative display rules 

were positively related to deep acting and surface acting respectively. They also found that 

routineness and duration of interactions were positively related to deep acting. Our research 

suggests that need to belong could be another important predictor. In summary, previous 

literature has identified that people with a strong need to belong may be more willing to 

modify their behaviours in order to conform with group norms so that they feel that they 

belong (Baumeister et al., 2005; Robinson et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2000), but to our 

knowledge, little is known about the effectiveness of these modifications. Our findings 

suggest that different strategies of behaviour modification may have differential success in 

terms of meeting this need. 
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 In terms of the moderating effect of social support, we found that social support was a 

significant moderator on the relationship between deep acting and loneliness, but not on the 

relationship between surface acting and loneliness. One potential explanation for this, 

provided by need-to-belong theory, could be that people who are surface acting have not yet 

reached a level of satiation with their relationships that satisfies their need to belong. Need-

to-belong theory states that people need a certain amount (this number is subjective and 

differs from person to person) of lasting, strong relationships to feel that they belong 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Baumeister 2012). These relationships need to be made up of 

consistently non-negative interactions. Therefore, despite perceiving colleagues to be 

supportive, the person may not feel that they have sufficient strong relationships at work and 

that they therefore do not belong, and a negative interaction with someone could reinforce 

this feeling. Related to this could be that our survey asked about the perception of social 

support being available, as opposed to levels of social support received, so it could be that 

receiving social support is more important in terms of meeting the need to belong and 

addressing loneliness than simply the perception that it is available if needed. Furthermore, 

suppressing one’s true feelings, as people do when they engage in surface acting, may reduce 

people’s capability to engage in supportive relationships (Butler et al., 2003) so although our 

participants who engaged in surface acting may have perceived that the people that they work 

with are supportive, they may not have had the resources needed to reach out and access that 

support.  

Practical Implications 

 Employees’ need to belong, and the extent to which that is satisfied, is something that 

it would be valuable for organisations for consider. Individuals’ feelings of belongingness are 

related to the perceived cohesiveness of teams (Bollen & Hoyle, 1990), and team 

cohesiveness been found to be related to performance behaviours and efficiency (Beal et al., 
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2003), both of which may be important to organisations. Furthermore, if employees’ need to 

belong is not met and they then experience loneliness, this can be related negatively to work 

outcomes such as job performance, OCBs, intra-organisational relationships, and work 

engagement (Gabriel et al., 2021; Lam & Lau, 2012; Ozcelik & Barsade, 2018). It is, 

therefore, in an organisation’s best interest to address these issues in order to optimise 

performance. As our findings suggest that people may engage in surface acting to try to fit in 

better, but that this strategy is likely to be counter-productive and lead to further loneliness, it 

would be beneficial for organisations to identify if their employees are surface acting and 

address this. Organisations could engage in psychoeducation about the ways in which people 

regulate their emotions, encouraging people to pay attention to the ways that they interact 

with people and then educating on ways to regulate emotions in the most beneficial way, This 

could include, for example, educating on how to engage in cognitive reappraisal of situations 

as people who do this have been found to develop closer relationships in the long-term 

(English et al., 2012). The organisation can also work to identify ways in which they can 

facilitate more authentic connections between their staff by assessing the organisational 

climate and finding ways to help employees to fit in better. 

 Our finding that social support moderates the relationship between deep acting and 

loneliness also has important implications for organisations. It would be beneficial for 

organisations to assess the levels of social support that are available to employees, both 

formally and informally, and identify ways to create an environment that encourages and 

enhances this. In all cases where organisational outcome improvements are dependent on 

employee behaviour change, it is important to not only train and educate employees in order 

for them to be able to engage in beneficial behaviours, but to also ensure that the 

organisational climate supports those behaviours (Hu et al., 2014). 

Limitations and Future Directions 
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 As with all research, there were some limitations to our study. Firstly, due to the 

unreliability of the scale items that we used to measure need to belong, we had to base our 

findings on a single item, i.e. a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on the 

statement of “I want other people to accept me”. Although we feel that this is a suitable 

question to measure people’s need to belong, and that one-item measures are typical in daily 

diary designs, using a more comprehensive scale such as the 10-item scale used by Leary et 

al. (2013) may give a more nuanced understanding of the effect of someone’s need to belong 

on their emotion regulation strategies and feelings of loneliness. 

Secondly, self-reported measures can be subject to common methods bias (Podsakoff 

et al., 2003). However, the constructs of need to belong and loneliness are inherently personal 

and subjective and so self-reported measures are the most appropriate method for them. 

Similarly, the perception of how one has regulated emotions using strategies such as surface 

and deep acting is also personal and subjective and so self-reported measures are also 

appropriate here. To add further depth to our findings in future research, interaction partners 

could also be surveyed about their views on the interaction and how authentic they felt the 

actor was being, or observers could code for how interaction partners react to the actor and 

cross-reference this with reported feelings of loneliness to try to provide further insight into 

the mechanisms of how different strategies affect outcomes. Furthermore, social support 

could be measured more objectively in terms of how many times employees receive support, 

or from observation within the workplace as to instances of support being provided if that 

was possible. Despite there being ways in which our research findings could be strengthened, 

we feel that our measures were appropriate for the questions asked, and the experience 

sampling method we used, asking people to fill in daily diary studies for a period of five 

days, also helps to mitigate common methods bias (Fisher & To, 2012). 
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Next, although we used an experience sampling method to explore the predictive 

capacity of a person’s need to belong on their emotion regulation strategies, and feelings of 

loneliness, our results show correlation and cannot be used to assume causation. We cannot, 

therefore, rule out that someone’s feelings of loneliness are affecting their need to belong and 

subsequent behaviour, rather than the other way around. We attempted to mitigate this by 

including questions regarding need to belong in the baseline questionnaire, which was 

completed in advance of the week when participants filled in the daily diary studies. 

However, loneliness can be either situational or chronic (Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010). 

Experiences of chronic loneliness could have impacted on people’s feelings of need to belong 

in the baseline survey, which could also have impacted on emotion regulation strategies and 

perceptions of social support, as people who are chronically lonely have been found to find it 

harder to form strong relationships (Lam & Lau, 2012). Other research has also shown that 

people whose need to belong has been thwarted are less able or willing to engage in work 

behaviours that would increase feelings of belongingness (Thau et al., 2007) so people who 

already feel lonely may not be able or willing to engage in deep acting strategies. People who 

experience feelings of loneliness have also been found to perceive lower levels of social 

support available to them (Mohapatra et al., 2020) so the correlation found in our study could 

mean the reverse of our hypothesis is true, in that greater loneliness predicts lower perceived 

support for deep actors rather than the other way around.  

Finally, our research took place during extraordinary circumstances. Workplace 

experiences changed significantly for many due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Many aspects of 

people’s relationships with colleagues have changed and little is yet known about the lasting 

impact of this (Kniffin, 2021). Although we attempted to mitigate the effect of this by asking 

people to only participate if they had returned to usual work patterns, it is unlikely that the 

work experience was the same as prior to the pandemic. For example, we asked people about 
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their perceptions of the availability of social support rather than whether they had received it, 

and the events of the past two years may have meant that perceptions, possibly based on 

historic interactions, were not being matched by people’s experiences at the time that they 

participated in our study. Similarly, as time has gone on, restrictions have eased, and people 

have become more accustomed to the current situation, work is likely to be different again to 

how it was when our data was collected. Our results, therefore, may show an interesting 

perspective of a unique period of time, but they may not be generalisable.  

As far as we are aware, there has been little research into the relationships between 

need to belong, emotion regulation and loneliness and there are further areas of investigation 

that would be valuable to pursue, including further moderators and ways of measuring the 

variables. Our research, for example, investigated the strength of a person’s need to belong, 

but not the extent to which the person felt that the need was being met. As discussed, a 

thwarted need to belong can result in people being unwilling or unable to engage in certain 

behaviours which could have a bearing on the findings. Future research could, therefore, also 

include measures that assess how well a participant’s need to belong is being met. One 

variable that may affect this is if a person experiences chronic loneliness. It would therefore 

be interesting to measure baseline levels of loneliness to investigate whether this has a 

bearing on the strength of their need to belong and the types of emotion regulation they may 

employ. It could also be interesting to ask about people’s relationships outside of work. 

Despite work often being a place where people form significant relationships and an activity 

that contributes to their sense of identity, this may not be true for everyone. If someone has 

sufficient significant relationships outside of work, their need to belong may be satisfied and 

interactions at work may not be as important as for someone who relies more on the 

workplace as somewhere to form significant relationships. This may then have a bearing on 

emotion regulation strategies used and feelings of loneliness at work.  
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Our nonsignificant finding on the relationship between deep acting and loneliness 

may also be related to the type of deep acting strategy that someone employs. The questions 

in our survey related mostly to positive reappraisal of the situation. However, in their study 

looking at different deep acting strategies by service industry workers, Alabak et al. (2020) 

found that perspective taking was more effective in mitigating the negative effects of emotion 

regulation. Investigating the different ways in which someone engages in surface or deep 

acting with colleagues in order to meet their need to belong, and the effects of these could be 

a focus of further research. 

Finally, as discussed, our study took place under the extraordinary circumstances of a 

global pandemic, so it would be valuable for our hypotheses to be tested under more usual 

work conditions to assess the generalisability of our findings. Similarly, we had a reasonably 

small sample size and used convenience sampling to recruit our participants, which could 

have resulted in some bias in our results. Conducting further research with a wider range of 

participants would also help to assess generalisability. 

Conclusion 

 Our study set out to find out how the need to belong motivates people to use emotion 

regulation strategies when interacting with colleagues, and how these strategies influence felt 

loneliness in the workplace. We also explored whether social support moderates that 

relationship between emotional regulation and loneliness. Our findings suggest that surface 

acting served as a significant mediator of the relationship between need to belong and 

loneliness. In comparison, we found no significant mediation effect of deep acting on this 

relationship. Further, social support significantly moderated the relationship between deep 

acting and loneliness, such that deep acting only significantly reduces loneliness when one 

feels supported in the workplace. We did not, however, find a significant moderating effect of 

social support on the relationship between surface acting and loneliness. These findings are 



 31 

important in that they tell us that people may engage in counter-productive emotion 

regulation behaviours that in fact lead to more loneliness when they are trying to fit in their 

workgroups. Further, the benefits of deep acting can only be achieved with a high level of 

social support in the workplace. Practically, our study suggests that employees should be 

cognisant that surface acting may appear a way to fit in but nonetheless leads to greater 

loneliness. Organisations also need to find ways to support employees and help them feel 

more included.  
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Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations of Study Variables 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Gender 1.86 .34 -        

2. Age 37.89 10.36 .03 -       

3. Tenure (in months) 64.76 71.68 -.04 .50*** -      

4. Need to belong 3.91 .91 .13*** -.17*** -.01 -     

5. Surface acting 2.56 1.04 .024 -.12*** -.07 .16*** (.91)    

6. Deep acting 2.95 .84 -.02 -.11** -.09* .11** .09* (.82)   

7. Loneliness 2.32 1.02 .02 -.10* -.08 .13*** .44*** .09* (.91)  

8. Social support 3.85 .69 .08* -.16*** -.02 .15*** -.17*** -.01 -.30*** (.79) 

Note. N = 156. Gender was coded as follows: male = 1, female = 2. 

 * p < .05.  ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 2 

Multilevel modelling results  

 Surface Acting                 Deep Acting  Loneliness 

 ƴ SE t  ƴ SE t  ƴ SE t 

Intercept 2.25*** .57 3.94  2.95*** .40 7.33  1.11* .53 2.10 

Control variables            

Gender .06 .21 .29  -.09 .15 -.59  .02 .19 .10 

Age -.01 .01 -1.38  -.00 .01 -.73  .00 .01 -.09 

Tenure -.00 .00 -.01  -.00 .00 -.77  .00 .00 -.83 

Hypothesised predictors            

Need to belong .17* .08 2.07  .09 .06 1.62  .08 .07 1.12 

Surface acting 

 Deep acting 

Social support  

Surface acting x social support 

Deep acting x social support 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 - 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 .31*** 

.06 

-.41*** 

.05 

-.12* 

.04 

.05 

.09 

.06 

.06 

7.61 

1.27 

-4.76 

.93 

-2.01 

 

Note. Level 1, N = 695; Level 2, N = 156. SE = standard error. 

* p < .05.  ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  
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Figure 1 

Multilevel Path Model Results.  

 

 

Note.  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, control variables are not shown for clarity, solid lines indicate significant paths, dashed lines indicate 

insignificant paths.  
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Figure 2 

Social support moderates the relationship between deep acting and loneliness 
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet 
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