
Tourism Management Perspectives 43 (2022) 100989

Available online 5 August 2022
2211-9736/© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/4.0/).

Going the extra (s)mile: Countermeasures to emotional labour 
dysregulation in Australian reef tourism 

Anja Pabel a,*, Anjum Naweed b, Sally A. Ferguson b, Amy C. Reynolds c 

a Learning Design and Innovation Directorate, Central Queensland University, 42-52 Abbott Street & Shields Street, Cairns, QLD 4870, Australia 
b Central Queensland University, Appleton Institute for Behavioural Science, 44 Greenhill Road, Wayville, SA 5034, Australia 
c Flinders Health and Medical Research Institute (Sleep Health), Adelaide Institute for Sleep Health, College of Medicine & Public Health, Flinders University, Level 2, 
Mark Oliphant Building, 5 Laffer Drive, Bedford Park, SA 5042, Australia   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Emotional labour dysregulation 
Tourism worker 
Employee strategies 
Job-related strategies 
Countermeasures 
Great barrier reef 

A B S T R A C T   

Emotional labour is important to the performance of interactive service work in the tourism industry. However, 
emotional labour dysregulation, defined as a difficulty in managing emotions in daily routines, may lead to 
negative outcomes. This study aimed to fill an important gap by gaining a better understanding of perceived 
countermeasures for effectively managing emotional labour dysregulation in tourism workers. Using snowball 
sampling to recruit participants, eight focus groups were conducted with 42 reef workers in Cairns (Australia), 
using a novel scenario-based technique for knowledge elicitation. Findings outline countermeasures to emotional 
labour dysregulation according to two themes: (1) individual-level strategies, and (2) broader system factors. 
Both themes deal with the demands of emotional labour. Knowledge about countermeasures to emotional labour 
dysregulation has the potential to support employees and in turn influence positive tourism experiences which 
can help the industry to achieve business success and positive customer reviews.   

1. Introduction 

The Great Barrier Reef (GBR)—one of Australia's tourism icon-
s—features heavily in international marketing materials. The most 
recent statistics show that in 2015/2016, the total economic contribu-
tion of tourism on the GBR and its catchment area was valued at ~AU$8 
billion (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2017). Tourism visitation 
to the entire Great Barrier Reef Marine Park for the calendar year ending 
31 December 2021 was reported as 1,235,820 visitor days (GBRMPA, 
2022). Cairns is the biggest city in the tropical north region of 
Queensland, Australia, and offers visitors easy GBR access for activities 
like boating, snorkelling, scuba diving, and angling. Tourism is a AU$3.2 
billion export business in tropical north Queensland, contributing 
approximately 18% of gross regional product and supporting one in five 
jobs (TTNQ, 2021). Employees in this customer-facing industry play a 
critical role, as tourists rely on the guidance, assistance, and enthusiasm 
of reef tourism employees for entertainment and for safety. 

The core service concept of any tourism or hospitality business is to 
provide satisfying experiences for customers (Khetjenkarn & Agmapi-
sarn, 2020). Emotional labour is central to positive tourist-employee 

interactions and requires each employee to regulate their behaviours 
and emotions to meet the display rules set by their organisation. As an 
example, this may involve exhibiting friendliness (Gruber, Szmigin, & 
Voss, 2006) and a positive composure (Grandey & Sayre, 2019). In this 
regard, frontline service jobs constitute a form of skilled work since they 
require the performance of skilled emotional labour in their dealings 
with customers (Korczynski, 2005). The tourism literature to date has 
predominantly focused on emotional labour as a prerequisite for quality 
service delivery (Bryman, 2004). This is because frontline employees are 
the link between the organisation and its customers, particularly 
through contributing to the organisational image (Bettencourt & Brown, 
2003). Positive experiences for tourists with these employees contribute 
to business success, repeat business and positive reviews. However, 
controlling one's emotions and behaviours in a manner conducive to 
positive interactions is not always achievable. 

Recently, Pabel, Naweed, Ferguson, and Reynolds (2019) identified 
multiple causes of disruption in regulating emotions and behaviours in 
reef employees. These causes increased the chances of negative 
emotional reactions (i.e., feeling upset, frustrated, angry), and deviation 
from organisational emotional display rules (Grandey, 2000). A conflict 
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between set display rules and the employee's true feelings can result in 
‘emotional labour dysregulation’. Emotional labour dysregulation rec-
ognises the difficulty associated with managing individual emotions as 
part of daily work routines, which can subsequently result in negative 
behaviours and outcomes (Pabel et al., 2019). Some of these negative 
outcomes have the potential to impact workplace productivity and 
success, and thus are important for the worker, their employer and the 
customer. Pabel et al. (2019) showed numerous causes of emotional 
labour dysregulation in this workforce, which were categorised into 
different levels and factors ranging from the broad industry-level 
through the individual-level (see Table 1). Identification of the causes 
of emotional labour dysregulation is the first important step towards 
developing strategies to reduce the negative effects of emotional labour 
dysregulation. 

With an understanding of the causes of emotional labour dysregu-
lation comes the opportunity to intervene and manage the negative 
impacts. Potential countermeasures which could reduce, ameliorate, or 
exert mitigating effects on emotional labour dysregulation will be a key 
part of such strategies but they have not been examined to date. This key 
knowledge gap represents a barrier for designing and implementing 
useful strategies which could benefit organisations, their employees, and 
the experiences of tourists. The aim of this study was to identify 
perceived countermeasures for managing emotional labour dysregula-
tion in Australian reef tourism employees from a worker perspective. 

Considering that reef-based tourism is a major economic driver and 
employment pathway in the regional areas of the GBR catchment, 
strategies are needed to ensure workforce sustainability and worker 
wellbeing. This is important for the employer but also the industry as a 
whole since a stable, engaged, and satisfied workforce leads to both 
improved worker wellbeing and enhanced customer satisfaction 
(Zameer, Wang, Yasmeen, Mofrad, & Waheed, 2018). In this study, we 
build specifically on the causes and consequences of emotional labour 
dysregulation with the aim to gain a better understanding of potential 
countermeasures that could be used to deal with emotional labour 
dysregulation. We aimed to identify:  

(1) What strategies are currently being used to counteract emotional 
labour dysregulation by reef workers in the reef tourism 
industry?  

(2) What strategies could reef tourism operators feasibly implement 
to effectively manage the potential for emotional labour dysre-
gulation in reef workers? 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Emotional labour in tourism 

Hochschild (1983) describes job-related emotional labour as an 
employee's management of feelings to evoke appropriate facial and body 
displays using the service-acting paradigm, where actors (employees) on 

a stage (work setting), deliver an act (service), to an audience (cus-
tomers). Tourism employees, particularly those in frontline positions, 
are required to project or simulate an image congruent with organisa-
tional display rules—but without signs of effort. Display rules are the 
explicitly communicated behaviours required for repeated interactions 
with customers which may include the veiling and presentation of 
emotions as an expected part of performance (Wharton, 1993). In 
tourism, display rules are intertwined with the need for positive 
customer service experience, and require showcasing of appropriate 
positive emotions including politeness, warmth and friendliness (Lee, 
Ok, & Hwang, 2016). 

Employee-focused emotional labour—the employee's perceptions of 
control over their own emotional expressions—has been found to be a 
better predictor of emotional exhaustion than job-related emotional 
labour (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). This relates to the employee's 
capacity to meet display rule expectations based on their own emotion 
management processes (Grandey, 2000). Employee-focused emotional 
labour can therefore be subdivided into surface or deep acting forms. 
Surface acting involves modifying outward appearance and behaviour 
through facial expressions, gestures and tone of voice, in accordance 
with the required emotions (Chu, Baker, & Murrmann, 2012). An 
employee dealing with personal matters may, for example, smile insin-
cerely. Consequently, surface acting involves expressing emotions that 
are not felt, suppressing felt emotions, and simulating unfelt emotions 
(Henig-Thurau, Groth, Paul, & Gremler, 2006). 

By comparison, deep acting adopts the premise that emotions can be 
controlled by modifying physiological arousal and cognition to work to 
the display rules set by an employer (Goodwin, Groth, & Frenkel, 2011). 
Thus, employees will express authentic emotions and actively “psych 
themselves into the desired persona” (Mann, 1997, p. 7). Deep acting 
may also be less emotionally exhausting than surface acting. Honest 
expressions portrayed via deep acting can have positive outcomes for 
employees leading to less burnout because employees feel emotional 
congruence between their true feelings and their emotional display 
(Humphrey, Ashforth, & Diefendorff, 2015). Regardless, both forms of 
acting require experience and skill, and carry potential to impact tourist- 
employee interactions. 

2.2. Emotional labour and its effects on the tourism workforce 

Emotional labour has positive and negative outcomes. Positive im-
pacts are focused primarily on company success, related to perception of 
quality service, customer satisfaction, retention, and/or revisit (Kim, 
2008; Pugh, 2001). Benefits for the individual worker can also be ach-
ieved with a heightened sense of personal accomplishment (Brotheridge 
& Grandey, 2002), but when pressure for emotional labour pushes the 
employee into a state of dysregulation, negative physiological, 
emotional and social outcomes can occur (Pabel et al., 2019; Wong & 
Wang, 2009). 

For the worker, emotional labour dysregulation can lead to burnout 
syndrome, comprising: (1) emotional exhaustion; (2) depersonalization; 
and (3) reduced personal accomplishment (Brotheridge & Grandey, 
2002). Emotional exhaustion is a “state of depletion and fatigue” 
(Grandey, 2003, p. 89), and is associated with impaired cognitive 
function (Diestel, Cosmar, & Schmidt, 2013; van Dam, Keijsers Ger, 
Eling, & Becker, 2011). In contrast, depersonalization is described as “a 
detached, indifferent, and cynical attitude towards people with whom 
one has to interact at work” (Schmidt & Diestel, 2014, p. 1454). Due to 
the psychological strain of repeated emotional dissonance, employees 
may feel they are losing the ability to control their emotions, resulting in 
a reduced sense of personal accomplishment from unsuccessful job 
performance (Lee et al., 2016). From an organisational behaviour 
perspective, the consequences of burnout syndrome include increased 
attrition and turnover, negative work attitudes, and reduced levels of 
work-related performance (Goodwin et al., 2011). There is also the 
potential for increases in employee and customer safety issues arising for 

Table 1 
Causes of emotional labour dysregulation in reef tourism workers grouped ac-
cording to different levels and factors (from Pabel et al., 2019).  

Domain-level 
features 

Industry-level 
factors & 
pressures 

Resourcing 
factors 

Teamworking 
factors 

Individual- 
level 
features 

General 
nature of 
work 
Customers 
Inclement 
weather 

Management 
pressures 
Booking 
agents' 
mistakes 
Number/ 
volume of 
passengers 

Workload 
issues 
Dealing 
with 
volunteer/ 
’rookie’ 
staff 
Lack of 
dedicated 
breaks 

Performance/ 
competence of 
team members 
Relationship of 
team members 

Mood 
Negative 
social 
media 
reviews  
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example from fatigue and cognitive impairment (Reynolds, Pabel, Fer-
guson, & Naweed, 2021). 

2.3. Towards identifying potential countermeasures to emotional labour 
dysregulation 

Job-fit and training are two approaches for managing emotional la-
bour. Johanson and Woods (2008) suggest that higher levels of 
emotional harmony and job satisfaction are achieved when the “right” 
person-job-fit is established. For the reef tourism industry, reliance on a 
diverse workforce (particularly seasonal workers/volunteers and 
working holiday visa holders) makes this challenging. The training 
needed to develop emotional strategies is also hindered by the transient 
nature of the workforce and adds administration and compliance costs 
for businesses with implications for their viability and sustainability. 
The novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) outbreak has placed 
further pressures on frontline tourism employees, including frequent 
environmental cleaning and disinfecting of their workstations in be-
tween customer interactions. Providing customer service in masks also 
brings certain challenges in that the expressiveness of the entire face 
cannot be observed. Compounding this issue further, reef tourism op-
erators offer work-for-free traineeship programs, attracting backpackers 
with opportunities to learn “technical” skills (e.g., dive master/dive 
instructor) but training on “non-technical” aspects of quality service 
delivery may not be provided. In Cairns, such temporary workers are 
vital for maintaining the industry's competitiveness, but the transience 
creates specific challenges. High staff turnover rates (Jobs Queensland, 
2017) and job insecurity lead to personal and interpersonal challenges 
for individual employees, affect organisational commitment, and in-
crease psychological distress (Silla, De Cuyper, Gracia, Peiró, & Witte, 
2009; Sverke & Hellgren, 2002). Dysregulation can also be impacted by 
dysfunctioning manager-employee and employee-employee relation-
ships, and create emotional turbulence. Emotional intelligence, defined 
as the ability to identify, express, understand, manage, and use emotions 
(Kotsou, Mikolajczak, Heeren, Grégoire, & Leys, 2019), is vital in these 
contexts. Dysfunctional manager-employee relationships can trigger 
employee turnover intention due to possible divergent perceptions 
managers and employees may have towards workplace practices, norms 
and expectations (Stavrou & Ierodiakonou, 2016). Dissimilar job ex-
pectations, for example, around high customer contact, anti-social 
working hours, working environment, supervisor and co-worker re-
lations, remuneration, and career prospects (Choy & Ken, 2021), can 
impact motivation, absenteeism, and employee retention (Stavrou & 
Ierodiakonou, 2016). Similarly, employee–employee relationships also 
have an impact on wellbeing inside the workplace, but especially for 
those who interface with customers, as interactions with customers can 
directly impact their job satisfaction (Jussila, Sillanpää, Boedeker, & 
Helander, 2020). 

The extant literature offers few insights on strategies utilized to 
counteract emotional labour dysregulation. For example, Shani, Uriely, 
Reichel, and Ginsburg (2014) provide an understanding of external 
factors that influence emotional labour strategies, but their study does 
not outline specific countermeasures on handling emotional labour. 
Yue, Wang, and Growth (2016) highlight the importance of co-worker 
support in impeding the development of negative emotions that can 
emerge as a result of emotional labour. For employees engaged in high 
levels of surface acting, Wagner, Barnes, and Scott (2013) recommended 
recovery activities after work, such as relaxation, psychological 
detachment, and exercise. In the context of hotel frontline employees, 
Khetjenkarn and Agmapisarn (2020) state that human resource man-
agement processes requiring desirable emotional regulation strategies 
should focus on supporting job engagement and retaining valuable 
employees. These processes need to include appropriate employee se-
lection, training programs to improve the employees' emotional ability 
and organisational support for frontline service employees during 
emotionally challenging service encounters. They also require the 

development of cooperative teams to boost morale, and appropriate 
compensation of employees' emotional resources. However, there have 
only been a handful of studies investigating countermeasures to 
emotional labour. Therefore, this study contributes to the literature by 
outlining individual and broader system strategies used by tourism 
workers to counteract emotional labour dysregulation. The current 
study outlines strategies to counteract emotional labour dysregulation 
from the reef worker perspective. The findings derived from this study 
draw on the same sample of reef workers interviewed by Pabel et al. 
(2019) which identified the (1) causes and the (2) consequences of 
emotional labour dysregulation. This follow-up study builds on Pabel 
et al. (2019) by identifying the countermeasures to emotional labour 
dysregulation, and in doing so, provides suggested strategies and op-
portunities for further research, development and application to manage 
this issue in this highly customer engaged industry. 

3. Method 

3.1. Study design 

To gain a better understanding of the perspectives and beliefs of 
tourism employees on emotional labour and its countermeasures, a 
constructivist epistemology and qualitative action research design was 
used to underpin the data collection for this study. Semi-structured focus 
groups were undertaken in Cairns (from August to October, 2017) with a 
sample of 42 reef tourism employees. Participants were recruited via 
snowball sampling to identify people who generally have similar char-
acteristics (i.e., people working in the reef tourism industry), who in 
turn know other people, also with similar characteristics (Palinkas et al., 
2015). Focus groups were chosen for data collection because their 
interactive and synergistic nature meant they yielded rich data about 
opinions, perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and impressions of the in-
dividuals who took part (Stewart, Shamdasani, & Rook, 2007). 

To encourage discussion of strategies that participants currently used 
or (perceived they) could potentially use to engage in emotional labour, 
the Scenario Invention Task Technique (SITT) was used to collect the 
data analysed for this study. The SITT method elicits expertise and 
concrete examples of working dynamics in challenging occupations 
(Naweed, 2013). It is therefore helpful for probing knowledge and 
stimulating situational insights, predominantly by placing participants 
into hypothetical scenarios. The SITT is particularly effective in focus 
group settings, where members can openly discuss, cross-check, and 
validate each other's scenarios. The reliability of the SITT as a tool to 
effectively elicit knowledge, capture expertise, and facilitate introspec-
tion in real-world scenarios, has been reflected in varied domains and 
occupations, including rail/train driving/network control (e.g., 
Naweed, 2020; Rainbird & Naweed, 2016; Roth, Naweed, & Multer, 
2020), aviation/maintenance engineering (e.g., Naweed & Kingshott, 
2019; Naweed & Kourousis, 2020), and healthcare/personal care at-
tendants (e.g., Naweed, Stahlut, & O'Keeffe, 2021). In Pabel et al. (2019) 
study, participants used the SITT to simulate and discuss emotional la-
bour in the context of challenging everyday working conditions in reef 
tourism and then consider how they could be dealt with more effec-
tively. This was intended to better understand the many diverse and 
real-world customer scenarios that could easily lead to emotional labour 
dysregulation. 

3.2. Participants and recruitment 

Using snowball sampling (Palinkas et al., 2015), an outline of the 
study was emailed to several Cairns-based reef tourism operators from 
the existing professional network of the authors, who were also asked to 
share information about the study with other reef tourism workers who 
might be interested in participating. Interested operators then contacted 
the lead researcher, who provided further information. A total of eight 
focus groups were conducted and comprised the dataset that was 
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analysed for this study. Each included between three and eight partici-
pants – Table 2 shows the demographic composition of all participants 
(N = 42). Overseas participants came from the UK (n = 7), Germany (n 
= 3), New Zealand (n = 3), Netherlands (n = 2) and one each from 
Brazil, Canada, France, Japan, and Taiwan. Focus groups took place at a 
convenient location for the participants. Every participant was provided 
with a token of appreciation for their participation in the form of a gift 
card to the value of AU$30. They were also served light refreshments 
during the session. A few of the participants knew each other from 
previous industry engagements, which added vivacity to some discus-
sions. This study had approval from the University ethics committee 
(Approval no. H17/07-118). 

3.3. Procedure 

Focus group discussions lasted from 30 to 120 min and were voice 
recorded for later transcription. Sessions began with general rapport- 
building questions and broad topics about industry perspectives. This 
was followed by the SITT activity, where each participant was given pen 
and paper and up to 10 min to create their own everyday challenging 
scenario that could result in emotional labour dysregulation and a 
negative customer experience. Participants then took turns to share their 
scenarios with the rest of the group, during which time the factors 
influencing or contributing to emotional labour were discussed by 
everyone. Once each scenario had been discussed, participants were 
asked to revisit their scenarios and outline concrete strategies they had 
developed or used to prevent such situations from occurring, and to 
consider strategies that they may not have used but, in their view, had 
potential to be effective in dealing with such situations. Each participant 
then shared and cross-referenced their current practices and thoughts 
with the whole group in open discussions. 

3.4. Data analysis 

Analysis of transcriptions (developed from voice recordings) sought 
to identify key themes and categories (Krueger & Casey, 2015). All 
analysis was conducted using NVivo (version 11, QSR). For this study, 
data analysis was undertaken in reference to the research questions and 
was coded inductively, meaning that all coding were an emergent 
property of the data. Analysis was undertaken progressively in several 
steps where data were first chunked into units, then grouped into mul-
tiple minor categories, and then finally, refined with themes and major 

categories expressing the contents of each of the groups (Onwuegbuzie, 
Dickinson, Leech, & Zoran, 2009). References to terminology within the 
literature (e.g., Pabel et al., 2019) were made to derive names for codes 
and groupings. During data analysis, the researchers subdivided the 
findings into individual-level strategies and prospective broader system 
factors for countering emotional labour dysregulation. To enhance 
reliability, the identified key themes were cross-referenced by the 
research team. Two researchers individually conducted a thematic 
analysis to identify the main themes. After analysis was complete, the 
entire researcher team came together to verify and refine the major 
themes that were identified during analysis. 

3.5. Trustworthiness and rigor 

To establish the trustworthiness of qualitative data, dependability, 
credibility and transferability are used as key criteria (Decrop, 2004). 
Dependability was achieved through clear and reproducible descriptions 
of how the study was conducted, including detail on how the SITT was 
applied, and with transparency on how conclusions were reached with a 
standard and well-supported reproducible analytical process. Credibility 
was achieved through verification of analysis and interpretation of 
findings which involved the research team working together to ensure 
research procedures were followed in an unbiased way with interpre-
tation of data occurring across the entire team. Transferability was 
ensured by reporting findings descriptively using rich descriptions 
inherent in participant perspectives, which helped to preserve their 
meaning (Krueger & Casey, 2015) while simultaneously establishing the 
trustworthiness and rigor of qualitative inquiry (Creswell & Miller, 
2000). To reflect participant voices relative to identified themes, quotes 
were used to illustrate findings. Scenario construction during the SITT 
further built on rapport and trust in focus groups, and the process itself 
facilitated participant validation and cross-checks, allowing scenario 
verification to occur “in situ.” Use of varied job roles within reef tourism 
engendered focus group diversity and allowed participants to discuss 
opinions relating to their daily duties. 

4. Findings 

Countermeasures to emotional labour dysregulation were divided 
into two themes associated with the (1) individual-level strategies and 
(2) broader system factors. The findings associated with each of these 
themes are discussed in the following sections, with excerpts from the 
data used to illustrate points where relevant. 

4.1. Individual-level strategies used to counter emotional labour 
dysregulation 

Table 3 lists the individual-level strategies participants used or sug-
gested could be used to counter emotional labour dysregulation in their 
job. Some of these countered while others managed the emotional la-
bour dysregulation. 

4.1.1. Professional mindset 
Several participants felt that adopting a professional mindset was 

important: “It's about professionalism and mindset. So, if you can still 
smile even though you're having a bad day, that will lead to profes-
sionalism. We're still there to work, it's our job, it's customer service.” 
Professionalism was linked to personal job satisfaction and a sense of 
autonomy, where the worker felt able to hold their ground if appro-
priate: “I don't mean this in a bad way but it's like, how professional do I 
want to be today or how professional do I have capacity to be?” and “I 
think one of the premises of customer service is never telling the 
customer ‘no’ and I tell the customer no wherever it is applicable.” A 
professional mindset was therefore connected to a positive state of mind, 
and in a work-related context, a means to moderate customer in-
teractions and manage potential for emotional labour dysregulation. 

Table 2 
Demographic characteristics of research participants.  

Category Criteria Frequency Percentage 

Gender Male 22 52.4% 
Female 20 47.6% 

Age group 20–29 15 35.7% 
30–39 19 45.2% 
40–49 5 11.9% 
50–59 2 4.8% 
60+ 1 2.4% 

Born within Australia Yes 22 52.4% 
No 20 47.6% 

Years worked in the tourism 
industry 

Less than 1 year 4 9.5% 
1 to 3 years 7 16.7% 
4 to 5 years 9 21.4% 
6 to 10 years 8 19.1% 
More than 10 years 14 33.3% 

Job roles Dive instructor 22 52.4% 
Skipper 5 11.9% 
Reservation/check-in 
staff 

5 11.9% 

Operations manager 4 9.5% 
Cruise attendant 3 7.1% 
Food/beverage 
attendant 

2 4.8% 

Purser 1 2.4%  
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4.1.2. Perspective shifting 
Participants discussed separating their personal mood from their 

customer service in some scenarios: “You get used to explaining to them 
when they don't really understand you.” These experiences occurred in 
locations where patience and quick problem solving was important: “… 
it's just being that bit more patient and rectifying it and sorting it out at 
the counter before they go out to the boat, because then it becomes a 
dragged-out problem for the whole day.” These approaches to mitigate 
future issues were underpinned by perspective shifting strategies: “…put 
yourself in [the customer's] shoes. They are in a foreign country. They 
don't know where they are going, they don't know how it works every 
day, they don't know where the glass-bottom boat is, so you have to take 
the time to explain that to them so they understand what is going to 
happen in their day. Some of them have never seen the ocean, been on a 
boat before, so you have got to really think about that side of it.” 
Perspective-shifting was thus a means to shift into a state of mindfulness 
that reduced the potential for a dysregulated state by allowing workers 
to separate their own feelings and adopt the customers' viewpoint. 

4.1.3. Positive attitude and humour 
One participant referenced the attitude of the worker, indicating that 

a positive attitude served as a strategy to manage emotional labour dys-
regulation: “Look on the bright side. If you don't complain and you just 
look at it as a positive rather than a negative it becomes a lot easier to 
maintain emotional labour.” Humour was also brought up as a related 
attitudinal factor and strategy to deal with challenging and dysregu-
lating situations: “If you're handing someone a sick bag and they're 
throwing up on the top deck and you're cleaning masks on the bottom 
deck and it's landing on your head you've got to find something funny 
about a vomit shower.” Some also used a “little black book” to record 
humorous episodes: “We have our book that just the crew can read. 
There's a lot of silly questions from tourists in there.” Humour and 
playfulness were also useful in dealing with the mundane: “I think that 
because we've been dealing with the same thing over and over that we 
have to come up with creative ways to amuse to ourselves.” In many 

respects, workers discussed creating their own opportunities for fun: “I 
don't know if it is a conscious thing with us, but we try and have a fun, 
we create a laugh environment.” 

4.1.4. Improving knowledge 
Improving knowledge of emotional labour strategies was perceived to 

have value as a countermeasure to emotional labour dysregulation. An 
absence of knowledge was conveyed by reference to a need for aware-
ness raising: “I think the strategy is all staff need to be trained, be pro-
fessional.” The length of time working in the industry and its 
implications was also discussed, with suggestions that longer serving 
staff may possess knowledge, but need to refresh it to counter dysre-
gulation brought on by habit formation: “When people ask ridiculous 
questions the natural answer is ‘oh my God you're so stupid,’ – maybe 
over time it grinds you down so you're less empathetic.” In this instance, 
improving knowledge was considered a proactive awareness raising 
strategy, which at an individual level, helped engage with emotional 
labour (e.g., by preserving/inculcating empathic customer engagement) 
and thus countered dysregulation. 

4.1.5. Compartmentalising 
Several participants stated that compartmentalising was an important 

way of not letting emotional labour dysregulation affect them: “I'm 
pretty good at compartmentalising. So it doesn't really come across if I'm 
tired or stressed.” Compartmentalisation has been defined as “the ten-
dency to organise positive and negative knowledge about the self into 
separate, uniformly valenced categories (self-aspects)” (Showers, 1992, 
p. 1036). As an example, and depending on the situation, an individual 
may activate positive self-aspects and reduce access to negative infor-
mation about the self to avoid unpleasant feelings. Perspectives along 
these lines were expressed: “[Customers] are the bit where you can't 
control, so you can only control yourself, so it is making sure I am going 
to give the best service I can give regardless of if they yell at me or smile 
at me.” However, in some cases, application of such strategies was 
clearly reflective of dissociative coping styles: “In some ways in my mind 
I just start treating it like a game. In my mind I'm playing this video game 
and I'm on repeat and I'm hitting the record each time and doing the 
same thing and you just get in the rhythm of saying it or doing it and you 
feel like you're on repeat but in the end it's just a little game.” 

4.1.6. Engaged coping 
Participants perceived a need to provide genuine responses to their 

customers, “because we love our work and we love the people that are 
here and we want them all to leave knowing that.” Such an engaged 
coping strategy was distinct from professionalism and akin to deep 
acting: “You want to do your job properly because then you are proud of 
yourself if you have had a good shot at it.” This view was also connected 
with an underlying recognition that visitors to the GBR created jobs: 
“They're the tourists. They're paying our wages. Always keep that in the 
back of your mind.” Such engagement was perceived to effectively 
counter scenarios that could give rise to dysregulated states. 

4.1.7. Disengaged coping 
In contrast to engaged coping, a disengaged coping strategy for 

countering emotional labour dysregulation was more consistent with 
surface acting. Participants discussed putting on “a show” for customers: 
“Acting, yes, acting, acting.” This was attributed to a belief that “there's 
an expectation on us to be that ‘face’ of the Great Barrier Reef every 
day.” As a strategy, disengaged coping was enabled by rehearsed or pre- 
scripted responses: “People ask the same questions every day and you 
get used to giving the answers that people like the most;” and “I've got a 
little manuscript in my head where I'm asked a question and I just go 
through my responses.” Switching to a mode of little thought and effort 
was also a form of disengaged coping considered to regulate emotional 
labour: “Autopilot! You just do what needs to be done.” However, par-
ticipants also drew attention to the risks of this strategy: “I'd just be like 

Table 3 
Individual-level strategies used to counter emotional labour dysregulation.  

Themes Concepts discussed in focus groups 

Professional mindset Having a professional, customer-focused mindset 
Best service delivery despite customer sensibilities 
Objectivity/diplomacy in challenging situations 

Perspective shifting Not letting personal mood affect service delivery 
Being patient and rectifying problems without 
delay 
Perspective shifting, i.e. putting yourself in the 
customer's shoes 

Positive attitude and humour Having a positive attitude 
Looking on the bright side 
Actively having fun/spreading good cheer 
Finding humour in difficult/challenging situations 

Improving knowledge Knowledge of emotional labour strategies 
Customer service refresher 
Policy awareness 

Compartmentalising Not letting emotional labour dysregulation affect 
customer service 
Reframing, i.e. starting to treat the job like a game 

Engaged coping Taking pride in doing your job well 
Putting “your heart and soul” into service provision 

Disengaged coping Putting on “a show” 
Rehearsed/scripted responses 
Going into “autopilot” to get the job done 
Disassociation, i.e. going emotionally blank/being 
devoid of emotions 

Physical removal from the 
situation 

Decentralisation 
Deliberate preoccupation with non-communicative 
activities 
Escape into customer-free zone 
Engineering-out verbal communication with 
customers  
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blank, not necessarily rude or angry but just devoid of emotion. But I 
would still do my best to help them obviously.” To some extent, this 
strategy sought to manage emotional labour dysregulation by removing 
the emotion from the equation. 

4.1.8. Physical removal from the situation 
Participants identified escapist styles and avoidant behaviours to 

manage emotional labour and avoid dysregulation-inducing states 
altogether: “You go hide somewhere for five minutes or you go up to the 
wheelhouse, hopefully a place where none of the passengers go often; 
just close the door and sit there for five minutes.” Physical removal from 
the situation happened not only on vessels, but at the reservation desks 
and offices on land: “I think removing yourself from the office does help, 
whether you go for a quick walk or just sit in the toilet for 10 minutes.” 
In certain scenarios, participants elected to elicit support, for example 
through decentralising, “sometimes I just need to stop, walk away, get 
someone else to deal with it and then come back,” or deliberately 
engaging in other tasks that created distance, “I'll hide at the back and 
wash wetsuits—three times.” Removal from the situation was a complex 
strategy for managing emotional labour dysregulation in that it could be 
viewed as an outcome of dysregulation (i.e., the workers actively 
operating in a dysregulated state). However, such strategies were also 
predictive and designed to pre-empt dysregulated states through an 
awareness of the potential for emotional reactions prior to a customer 
interaction; thus, they were considered to mitigate accretion of dysre-
gulation towards more negative outcomes. Dive instructors referred 
positively to underwater activities in this context: “Being underwater is 
the best part though because you don't have to talk to anyone.” 

4.2. Prospective broader system factors for countering emotional labour 
dysregulation 

Table 4 shows the prospective broader system factors identified to 
counter emotional labour dysregulation. This theme reflected findings 
that extended beyond the individual level with countermeasures that 
were mostly prospective (therefore more speculative) in nature. As such, 
participants considered these countermeasures were not being practised 
well, or at all, at the broader system levels. However, were they to be 
implemented, or executed with greater efficiency, participants 
perceived them to have value in tackling emotional labour 
dysregulation. 

4.2.1. Teamworking factors 
Building and drawing on social support networks to help one another 

was considered invaluable for dealing with demanding customers: “For 
me it's definitely the support of the other crew. I know if I can't deal with 
that customer I go to a colleague and we deal together with it. I always 
feel like I'm not alone with this.” Being able to debrief and vent to 
teammates was important and brought stability and created an atmo-
sphere of positivity: “You have your certain people that you work with 
that you can debrief with if you've had a really tough day. After the 
debrief it just feels like, I am ready to face the day again;” and “If you 
have a really fun team, going to work can actually cheer you up from a 
grumpy mood [sic]. It helps with managing that emotional labour.” 

Participants believed that introducing teams and members with 
greater language capabilities could effectively counter customer in-
teractions leading to emotional labour dysregulation and negative out-
comes. On days where team members with certain languages were not 
working, participants had extended their team to counter issues: “It's 
happened before when I've radioed the dive shop and said, I need to 
speak to a Japanese speaker on the phone now, and just passed the 
phone over to this Japanese lady, all good, problem solved, done.” 

4.2.2. Resourcing factors 
Extending on aspects of the teamworking theme, structuring job 

rotation and task mix in ways which maintained alertness was viewed to 

increase performance, suggesting that a lack of alertness preceded dys-
regulation: “If you do things by little snippets, say half an hour on watch, 
half an hour in the galley, half an hour at the bar, half an hour break, 
then that mixes it up and you're staying alert.” This was also resonant 
with the monotonous nature of the work: “We rotate roles on the boats, 
so you are not doing the same thing every day and that's a massive thing. 
If I do the same thing for three or four days in a row I'm getting pretty 
tired.” Some participants suggested hiring more volunteer/unpaid staff. 

A theme of dedicated crew breaks, reflecting perceptions that breaks 
during work were inadequate, or “badly scheduled” emerged across 
focus groups, along with a belief that they “could be fixed.” A lack of 
definition around breaks and work tasks also invited scenarios directly 
related to emotional labour: “[The operators] are like ‘oh you're having a 
break while you're talking to the passengers.’ Really? Or you're having a 
break while you are driving the boat.” The length of the workday 
without a break (“11 h”) was also perceived as problematic for 
emotional labour dysregulation. It was apparent that the load of 
emotional labour can feel twice as heavy when employees are hungry, 
tired or stressed. 

Concerns around rostering and corresponding suggestions for greater 
rostering efficiencies were identified as a countermeasure to emotional 

Table 4 
Prospective broader system factors for countering emotional labour 
dysregulation.  

Themes Subcategory Concepts discussed in focus 
groups 

Teamworking 
factors 

Social support networks Drawing on team/crew for social 
support 
Taking a team approach in trying 
to sort out customer issues 

Multilingual teams Finding a member of the team 
who speaks the same language as 
customer 

Resourcing 
factors 

Job rotation and task mix Job rotation of roles 
Job-sharing of responsibilities 
and duties 
Adequate staffing 

Dedicated crew breaks Proper/stricter scheduling of 
breaks 
Better scheduling of daily 
activities 
A dedicated space for staff to have 
their break (if possible) 

Rostering efficiencies Better scheduling of weekly roster 
Eliminating uncertainty in the 
roster (due to stand-by days) 

Managerial support Managers with better 
understanding of the worker role 
Management underpinned by 
contextual experiences 

Industry-level 
factors 

Better management of 
passenger volumes 

Set minimum crew requirement 
Cap the number of passengers (to 
manageable levels) 
Fixing issues with overbooking 

Mitigate booking errors Better communication with 
booking agents 
Establish other checks 

Unionising reef work Establishing a diver's union 
Domain-level 

factors 
Remunerating and 
incentivising workers 

Payrate based on experience and 
service 
Payrate reflective of number of 
hours worked 
Compensation for uncertainty 
factor 
Reward/incentives to effectively 
enact emotional labour 

Establishing and 
integrating better 
information systems 

Having protocols in place for 
workers to deal with negative 
situations 
Having announcements/ 
information available in different 
languages  
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labour dysregulation: “I'm doing 50-60-hour weeks some weeks. Last 
week was a 60-hour week and you're like phew.” Rostering efficiencies 
reflected a desire for consistency: “If I had certainty – if I had a definite 
schedule I guess, whichever schedule that is, I think that would help 
[manage emotional labour dysregulation].” 

Managerial support was a large focal point. Many participants felt 
unsupported and suggested that their managers would benefit from 
firsthand boat, diving and industry experience as a context-setting factor 
for emotional labour demands: “The managers need to work one day a 
week as dive crew. Then they'd hire more crew.” The implication here 
was that managers had not experienced emotional labour, and therefore, 
had little insight into dysregulation: “I think [the HR Manager] needs to 
actually be someone who has worked on the boat.” Gaining the worker 
perspective could help managers better understand the challenges faced 
on the boat. At worst, workers could feel more supported to engage in 
some individual-level strategies (e.g., professional mindset, positive 
attitude), and at best, managers could actively drive countermeasures at 
the broader system level: “the solution is it should come from the top 
down.” 

4.2.3. Industry-level factors 
Some participants felt that they were at times “spread too thin” at 

work, which contributed to their emotional dysregulation: “I just feel 
we're not at our potential because the numbers of people, the ratios and 
it's not just the number of customers to staff. It's the number of customers 
to the size of the boat, the size of the dive deck and the amount of 
equipment we have and things like that.” The implications of crew-
–passenger ratios were discussed in terms of minimum crew re-
quirements: “I have seen boats run out there with one person on the back 
deck, with 40 people in the water snorkelling. They're like: ‘Oh no, we've 
got crew underwater as well.’ That is too much workload on that one 
person, it stresses them.” Better management of passenger volumes was 
therefore seen as a countermeasure to emotional labour dysregulation. 

Mitigating booking errors originating at agencies through better 
communication with booking/ticketing agents was discussed as a way of 
reducing issues with wrongly booked trips. It was also suggested that 
agencies could be supported to introduce more checks, for example by 
“ensuring people can swim before coming out onto the reef.” This was an 
element that could potentially mitigate scenarios that induced 
emotional labour dysregulation, such as confrontation with customers. 

Lastly, in one focus group, participants suggested that the industry 
needed a diver's union to improve working conditions and pay rates, 
which they perceived would have positive corresponding impacts: “A 
union would be good, and I think that's a great idea because Cairns is 
only here because of tourism.” 

4.2.4. Domain-level factors 
Remunerating workers for their actual hours worked was considered 

important because it invoked a greater feeling of appreciation around 
emotional labour duties: “…if you got paid a rate to reflect the hours you 
actually do, then I think that would help a lot more in how people feel 
about what they are achieving.” Participants with specific qualifications 
(e.g., senior dive instructors) indicated that this could recognise expe-
rience: “I'm getting paid the same as some new instructors, after a full 
lifetime of experience. I've been swimming around in scuba gear when 
they were swimming around in their dad's gear, so I think I might be 
actually worth a little bit more than that.” Feeling disenfranchised about 
inequality in pay invariably predisposed workers to emotional labour 
dysregulation. Participants also discussed bonus payment as a way of 
incentivising workers for performance of emotional labour: “Extra money 
will definitely make you care more which plays a part in emotional 
work; and learn to put more effort and time in because you are rewarded 
for it.” Another participant felt that a pay rise would incentivise: “Well, 
if you are being rewarded for the job you are doing, it matters. Going 
from the boat that I went from to what I am on now, I've taken a $50 pay 
rise per day. It's given me more of an incentive, I'm happier when I am 

working; I'm going to work and I'm going to make an extra $250 at the 
end of the week. I'm still doing the same number of hours.” 

Establishing and integrating better information systems such as an-
nouncements and important information in different languages (e.g., 
safety information) was thought to be important in managing scenarios 
that had the potential to lead to customer interactions giving rise to 
emotional labour dysregulation: “It is reminding yourself too that the 
system is in place, and that we have adequate staff and facilities to deal 
with all kinds of issues.” Better systems were also suggested for cus-
tomers depending on the main target markets for different vessels. 

5. Discussion 

This study identified a range of strategies being used by reef workers 
to counteract emotional labour dysregulation at an individual level. The 
study also identified strategies that reef workers thought would be 
helpful for counteracting emotional labour dysregulation at broader 
system levels. Most of the strategies identified at the individual level 
were being used currently, while some were suggestions given for 
feasible adoption (e.g., improving knowledge). Beyond the individual 
level, teamworking strategies were perceived to be effective at coun-
tering emotional labour dysregulation, as was job rotation at the 
resourcing level. However, the remaining countermeasures at the 
broader system levels (i.e., resourcing, industry, domain) were aspira-
tional strategies for mitigating emotional labour dysregulation before it 
had a chance to manifest in the worker. 

At an individual level, the personal strategies discussed included 
emotional self-regulation, having a positive attitude and a professional 
mindset, and ways of avoiding customer interactions. Engaged coping 
was linked to the concept of deep acting of emotional labour and par-
ticipants took pride in doing their job well. Deep acting has been shown 
to increase an employee's sense of personal efficacy and result in positive 
customer feedback (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). When more satisfied 
with their service delivery and performance, employees are in turn more 
likely to have a positive work-related state of mind and engage in 
organisational citizenship (Lee et al., 2016). 

Some participants conveyed frustration and stress associated with 
certain customer interactions, with strategies grouped under disengaged 
coping. These were akin to surface acting, since they require less 
emotive effort and still potentially lead to a positive customer outcome 
(Chu et al., 2012). Disengaged coping may therefore be considered a 
consequence of emotional labour dysregulation but also as a strategy to 
cope with dysregulation. Making reef workers aware of the causes of 
emotional labour dysregulation and its social and affective conse-
quences (Pabel et al., 2019), may enable them to manage it differently. 
Physically removing oneself from a certain situation and asking other 
team/crew members to step in were key strategies. While this may 
impact customer satisfaction, working in teams to help one another may 
empower employees. 

Task-focused countermeasures, such as perspective-shifting, positive 
attitude and humour, were perceived to lead to positive outcomes by 
preventing customer issues from affecting service provision and 
enabling an employee to see a particular situation from the customer's 
viewpoint (Parker & Axtell, 2001). “Perspective shifting” allows the 
individual to move beyond the problematic issue (MacKinlay, 2004, p. 
53) and is an adaptive coping strategy. Humour can also moderate stress 
in adverse situations (Samson & Gross, 2011). Indeed, based on findings 
from our focus groups, creating a “laugh environment” can be consid-
ered a strategy to build capacity to cope more effectively with 
emotionally draining customer encounters. Likewise, teamworking 
factors were found to be helpful in counteracting emotional labour 
dysregulation. This coincides with Yue et al. (2016), who state that co- 
worker support can help to minimize the experience of negative emo-
tions since it acts as a problem-focused coping strategy. 

Fig. 1 arranges the countermeasures identified in the present study 
against the causes for emotional labour dysregulation identified in 
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Fig. 1. Study findings (overarching countermeasures) arranged against causes of emotional labour dysregulation in reef workers and corresponded against the individual and broader (teamworking, resourcing, in-
dustry, domain) levels. 
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earlier work (Pabel et al., 2019), and links them across the various 
system levels. The suggested countermeasures presented in this paper 
are based on the respondents' discussions and what would constitute an 
ideal outcome for them. Taking a more practical perspective, any of the 
identified countermeasures will require further attention by top man-
agement in regard to their practicality and effectiveness at the organ-
isational level. As shown in Fig. 1, the majority of causes negatively 
influencing emotional labour dysregulation in the reef worker have been 
reported to occur at much broader levels of the system. 

With the exception of two informal strategies at the teamworking 
level (i.e. social support networks, multilingual teams) and one strategy 
at the resourcing level (i.e. job rotation and task mix), none of the 
broader system level countermeasures identified by participants were 
actually reported as being used. This means that the burden of coun-
teracting or mitigating emotional labour dysregulation was perceived to 
be carried by the reef worker at the individual level. Eight individual level 
strategies were used and/or suggested, some of which may introduce 
further negative impacts to overall worker wellbeing and system per-
formance (e.g., disengaged coping, physical removal from the situation). In 
the context of previous results, the current study highlights a funda-
mental imbalance in the range of broader systems causes for emotional 
labour dysregulation, and the broader system countermeasures being 
used to counter them which are largely reported by workers to be ab-
sent. This also means that the system is functioning and behaving more 
reactively than proactively. Given the findings, the next section con-
siders which strategies reef tourism operators could feasibly implement 
to more effectively manage the potential for emotional labour dysre-
gulation in reef workers. 

5.1. Implementation of countermeasures for reef tourism operators 

The results of this study have varied implications for the range of 
businesses and stakeholders involved in reef tourism, many of which are 
managerial in nature. First, providing relevant knowledge and training 
about strategies to counter emotional labour is a basic but tangible 
strategy in and of itself. This holds relevance for managing both new and 
longer serving employees in need of a refresher. Customer service 
refresher sessions may need to focus on educating the workers about the 
differences between, and impact of, surface versus deep acting. Tourism 
operators may also use and translate customer journey mapping into 
meaningful practices (Bascur, Rusu, & Quiñones, 2019), for example by 
mapping all touchpoints a customer has with a tourism business, with a 
particular focus or emphasis on those identified to lead to negative 
customer scenarios. This may unveil specific areas that need attention 
within their current operational processes. Some operators were found 
to have policies to deal with negative customer scenarios, but awareness 
of these across workers was sporadic. Engaging directly with workers to 
ensure awareness of these policies would be of value, and may also lay 
the foundation for further targeted training to enhance and promote 
healthier regulation of emotion in the workplace. Such programs could 
be tailored to suit unique employee training needs, such as presentation 
or language skills (Cheung & Tang, 2010). 

Reef workers such as dive instructors, skippers, cruise attendants, 
and pursers, operate within a highly confined space with large passenger 
numbers. This feature of the domain leads to repeated customer in-
teractions and limited opportunities for breaks from engagement. To 
address this palpably, reef tourism businesses need to manage services to 
schedule adequate breaks and adjust crew-to-passenger ratios (which 
may involve optimising staff numbers) in ways that ensure break times 
are preserved and not sacrificed in the wake of service delivery needs. 
Breaks during long working hours facilitate natural recovery, mental 
disengagement, and psychological detachment (from work) and 
improve subsequent task focus for longer periods (Ariga & Lleras, 2011; 
Tucker, Folkard, & Macdonald, 2003). As emotional exhaustion has also 
been linked to impaired cognitive functioning (Diestel et al., 2013; van 
Dam et al., 2011), better management of staff to enable designated 

breaks to be taken (or when deemed needed) will be empowering but 
also ensure appropriate safety management of every person onboard. 
Managerial support was also found to act as a buffer against work stress, 
specifically, perceived high levels of support and fair treatment from 
their supervisors (Khetjenkarn & Agmapisarn, 2020; Shani et al., 2014). 

Setting minimum crew requirements, capping passenger numbers, 
hiring more workers (staff/volunteers/unpaid trainees), and job rota-
tion were suggested strategies, many of which carry managerial impli-
cations. Some of these may be practical, although they fundamentally 
compete with economic drivers. For example, hiring more volunteer/ 
unpaid staff may introduce knock-on impacts brought on from the 
additional work needed to train and supervise them. If feasible, then 
potential changes to crew-to-passenger ratios need to also consider 
vessel size and customer bookings. Given the practice of ‘overbooking’ 
customers to fill quotas, safe operation of the vessel and its passengers 
also has potential to be compromised from lack of sufficient crew. Thus, 
the feasibility and acceptability of setting minimum crew requirements, 
capping passenger numbers and hiring more staff should be considered 
systemically. 

Improved rostering of work hours was a key countermeasure; some 
reef workers reported working 50–60 h per week, with corresponding 
impacts on stress and capacity to perform emotional labour. Rewarding 
and incentivising was proposed for effectively enacting emotional 
labour—including payment for the actual hours worked. This concurs 
with Grandey and Sayre (2019) who found that offering financial re-
wards for emotional labour was perceived to support rather than con-
trol. Whilst such strategies are feasible for use by reef businesses, they 
are likely to require culture change in working practices and remuner-
ation for fair pay, meaning they will require a lot of work for the 
employer, and the workplace. Creating a supportive workplace culture 
was a dominant thread and a key value in this study and may be 
augmented by other strategies. For example, better human resource 
management may address several systems issues and help foster a pos-
itive culture. Strategies to support emotional labour dysregulation may 
include debriefings, cross training, and maintenance of ongoing training 
(Guy, Newman, & Mastracci, 2008). Perhaps most emblematic of a need 
for significant growth and cultural maturity within the industry, 
unionising diving was proposed as a way of provoking positive 
improvement to working conditions and pay rates. 

Table 4 effectively summarised key broader system factors with 
potential to support organisational performance and employee well-
being. Many of these have managerial implications, and taken together, 
reflect numerous pathways to address or find improvement in emotional 
dysregulation. Some are more challenging to implement than others, but 
as reflected in Fig. 1, for this cohort—the reef worker—the picture 
painted is one of crucial requirement for broader system strategy 
implementation. In the absence of system-level strategy, the utility of 
individual-level strategies is limited. Different customer service situa-
tions impacted on the capacity of the reef worker to maintain their 
professionalism and continuously display high levels of emotional la-
bour (and suppress one's true emotions), particularly in the context of 
high workload. This comes with risks. Discrepancies between internal 
and external emotional work, without reward, may lead to absenteeism 
and turnover (Goodwin et al., 2011; Holtom, Mitchell, Lee, & Eberly, 
2008). The effect appears to be more prevalent over time in that longer 
serving employees are more likely to be affected by cumulative effects of 
performing emotional labour. Cumulative effects were very apparent in 
our results, with some participants at risk of developing (or maturing 
existing) withdrawal behaviours. Relying on the workers to keep smiling 
come rain or shine to compensate for system failings will ultimately 
impact their welfare and longevity, affect system performance, and 
impact the sustainability of the system as a whole. 

5.2. Strengths, limitations and future directions 

A key strength afforded through the SITT method was a better 
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understanding of workers' perceptions on how to counter emotional 
labour dysregulation. Our study focused on the perspectives of reef 
tourism employees and therefore assessed specifically the countermea-
sures used to reduce emotional labour by workers employed in reef 
tourism. While the data for this study were collected in the reef industry, 
findings have relevance to the tourism industry globally. In addition, 
given the sample of reef employees was localised to the Cairns area only, 
further research could include other locations within the GBR catchment 
area, i.e., Townsville or Whitsunday areas, which might reveal 
geographical differences in perceptions and/or countermeasures. 

Future studies could engage representatives at higher management 
levels to consider and discuss the practicality and effectiveness of the 
strategies outlined in this study. Thinking beyond the reef tourism 
context, the SITT method could also be applied in other settings within 
the tourism and hospitality sectors, particularly in contexts where em-
ployees deal with prolonged working hours and high levels of emotional 
labour. Future studies should examine interventions and support in-
sights based on this early work to determine whether formal and 
informal application of countermeasures improves the experience of 
emotional labour dysregulation in reef tourism workers, and in tourism 
contexts more broadly. 

6. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to understand countermeasures with po-
tential efficacy for managing emotional labour dysregulation in the reef 
tourism industry. Our findings illustrate a number of actual and poten-
tial countermeasures which offer workers and employers an opportunity 
to intervene. The individual-level strategies identified by the research 
participants already help them to informally counteract emotional la-
bour dysregulation in their job, for example having a professional 
mindset, positive attitude, using humour, engaged or disengaged coping 
and physical removal from a negative customer service scenario. The 
study also identified broader potential system factors, which could 
feasibly be implemented to manage the effects of emotional labour 
dysregulation in reef workers. Such broader system factors include for 
example appropriate levels of job rotation and task mix, dedicated 
breaks, rostering efficiencies, and managerial support. 

The burden of counteracting or mitigating emotional labour dysre-
gulation was perceived to be carried by the reef workers, which further 
perpetuates emotional labour dysregulation, e.g., disengaged coping, 
physical removal from the situation. Reef workers currently address the 
issues themselves, however their individual countermeasures have 
limited impact and efficacy. The study extends existing research on 
emotional labour by providing specific individual and broader system 
strategies utilized, or proposed by, tourism workers to counteract 
emotional labour dysregulation. Relevant training and support could 
enhance employee awareness of the signs of emotional labour dysre-
gulation, and ways to cope/manage based on the feelings and percep-
tions of existing employees. Employing adequate breaks, improved 
rostering and adjusting crew-to-passenger ratios/increase staff numbers 
are further pathways to find improvements and address emotional 
dysregulation in the reef worker. Since tourism and hospitality organi-
sations are reliant on the performance of interactive service work and 
emotional labour, the findings in this study could also be transferable to 
other settings. However, tourism organisations should individually 
consider how the strategies mentioned in this study may affect workers 
in their contexts and working environments. 
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