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Abstract

Frontline employees’ fake smiles (i.e., positive emotion display inauthenticity)

frequently occur despite firms’ efforts to ensure real smiles in service delivery.

Previous research on the effects of display inauthenticity on customers reveals

considerable heterogeneity. Attempts to resolve this have largely been limited to

stable and dispositional factors, which often escape managerial control. The present

research investigates the impacts of display inauthenticity, choice restrictions,

and their interaction on service performance. Choice restrictions may buffer

inauthenticity effects as demonstrated by results from three factorial experiments in

different contexts (e.g., restrictions of service provider choice in predelivery in Study

1 and in‐store choice restrictions during service delivery in Studies 2 and 3).

Frontline employees’ display inauthenticity negatively affects service performance

only if customers are subjected to low but not high choice restrictions. The

interaction effect is explained by customers’ interdependent self‐construal and is

generalizable to actual spending behaviors. Our findings inform managers about

the interplay of increasingly common inauthenticity and choice restrictions due to

market shocks such as COVID‐19 and provide insights into managerial interventions

that can be used to mitigate the effects of inauthenticity on customers.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Delivering “service with a smile” is challenging for many frontline

employees, resulting in positive emotion display inauthenticity

(i.e., fake smiles; Grandey et al., 2005). Service firms formulate rules

that require employees to display authentic positive emotions

to improve service performance (i.e., customers’ assessment of

employee output; Gosserand & Diefendorff, 2005; Huang &

Dai, 2010; Paul et al., 2015) and develop authenticity training

programs; however, these programs are yet to show consistent

effectiveness (Hülsheger et al., 2015; Richard, 2006; Tiffert, 2006).

Despite such managerial interventions, display inauthenticity re-

mains common, endangering service success (Gabriel et al., 2015).

Inauthentic displays occur in up to two‐thirds of all customer

−employee interactions (Mann, 1999). COVID‐19 has amplified the

occurrence of display inauthenticity even further due to frontline

employees’ health anxiety and increased job stress (Trougakos

et al., 2020; Voorhees et al., 2020). Managers are thus in need of
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insights about when inauthenticity is detrimental to service

performance and how to mitigate its negative effects.

Recent meta‐analyses find that effects of display inauthenticity

on service performance outcomes (e.g., customer satisfaction or

spending; Lechner & Mathmann, 2021) are not generalizable and

suggest that moderators explain this heterogeneity (Hülsheger &

Schewe, 2011; Kammeyer‐Mueller et al., 2013; G. Wang et al., 2011).

Prior work on moderating factors, however, limits inquiry to stable

and dispositional factors such as customer and employee race, cus-

tomer motivational orientation, and employee extraversion (see

Table 1 for a summary). Previous research has largely neglected

moderating factors that may dynamically affect service performance

such as choice restrictions, which are defined as “any internally or

externally imposed boundary that limits and/or confines choices”

(Botti et al., 2008, p. 185). In other words, customers constantly

choose—however restricted their choices might be. The fact that

choice is a ubiquitous aspect of service consumption (Papadopoulou

et al., 2019; see also Chernev et al., 2015; Patall et al., 2008;

Scheibehenne et al., 2009 for reviews) warrants the study of choice

restrictions that may serve as an important moderator to buffer in-

authenticity effects.

Across three studies, we consistently show that choice restric-

tions mitigate the negative effects of positive emotion display in-

authenticity on service performance. We take a holistic approach by

conceptualizing choice restrictions in terms of service provider choice

(i.e., the customer's ability to select a service provider; Botti &

McGill, 2011) and restrictions during service delivery when the

number of offerings within a service interaction is limited. Customers,

for instance, may experience choice restrictions during the

COVID‐19 pandemic because lockdowns and social distancing po-

licies reduce the number of service providers available (Singh

et al., 2020), or service providers may simply limit their number of

options to reduce costs. By examining whether and how the impact

of display inauthenticity on service performance is moderated by

choice restrictions, we present clear contributions for theory and

practice.

First, we extend inauthenticity literature by drawing attention to

the interpretational ambiguity of inauthenticity, which may drive

customers to search for cues externally in the environment or

internally in their memory (Hassin et al., 2013; Yagil, 2020). When

customers search for cues externally in the environment or internally

in their memory to justify their judgment, the impact of choice re-

strictions on customer reactions to display inauthenticity will come

into effect; that is, customers will react less adversely to in-

authenticity when choice restrictions are high (vs. low). Thus, we

contribute to the theoretical development of emotional labor theory

by investigating a novel boundary condition: choice restrictions. This

is important because scholars have devoted considerable attention to

the consequences of inauthenticity for employees, organizations, and

customers (for meta‐analyses, see Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011;

Mesmer‐Magnus et al., 2012; G. Wang et al., 2011). However, the

study of boundary conditions of the effects of positive emotional (in)

authenticity on customers is nascent, as evidenced by recent calls to

“[i]dentify the boundary conditions of emotional labor on perfor-

mance” as a key research priority (Grandey & Gabriel, 2015, p. 340).

Second, we explain the abovementioned interaction through self‐

construal, thus extending EASI theory (Emotion as Social Information;

Van Kleef, 2009). According to EASI theory, employees’ displays of

emotion affect customer reactions through inferential and affective

pathways (Keltner & Haidt, 1999). While previous research on positive

emotion displays has widely focused on affective processes (e.g., Barger

& Grandey, 2006; Otterbring, 2017), we contribute by showing that

the interaction of display inauthenticity and choice restrictions on service

performance is driven by interdependent self‐construal (i.e., viewing

the self as interconnected with others; Markus & Kitayama, 1991;

Singelis, 1994). Our results thus extend existing findings on the cognitive

(i.e., inferential) processes of EASI theory.

Finally, our paper provides three managerial implications. First,

managers can manipulate choice restrictions during service delivery to

mitigate inauthenticity effects. By mitigating inauthenticity effects

with choice restrictions, managers may save resources1 that can be

invested in training to improve authenticity and employees’ well‐being

for the long term. Second, when authentic displays are more cum-

bersome, such as during peak hours or disruptive events (Gabriel

et al., 2015; Voorhees et al., 2020), store managers may use digital

kiosks that allow them to create customized messages at low cost to

encourage customers to think of others, thus improving service per-

formance. Finally, thought leaders in marketing research have realized

TABLE 1 Positioning and contributions of this paper in the literature on moderators of display inauthenticity effects on customers

Factors Largely out of managerial control Largely within managerial control

Stable and dispositional Customer Employee

• Race (Houston et al., 2018)
• Detection accuracy (Brach et al., 2015; Groth

et al., 2009)
• Regulatory focus (Lechner & Mathmann, 2021)

• Race (Grandey et al., 2019)
• Extraversion (Chi et al., 2011; Chi & Grandey, 2019)

• Openness (Chi & Grandey, 2019)

Dyadic • Relationship strength (Chi & Chen, 2019; Wang &

Groth, 2014)

• Personalization (Wang & Groth, 2014)

Dynamic • Store busyness (Grandey et al., 2005)
• Restrictions of service provider choice before service

delivery (This paper, Study 1)

• Task performance (Grandey et al., 2005)
• Restrictions of in‐store choice during service delivery

(This paper, Studies 2 and 3)
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the need for insights into dynamic factors by calling for research on

market shocks (e.g., the COVID‐19 pandemic; Voorhees et al., 2020).

Certain choice restrictions can be seen as a direct consequence of such

shocks (e.g., shutdowns of service providers). This study, therefore,

sought to provide insights into choice restrictions and increased in-

authenticity relevant to the pandemic (out of managerial control) and

how to mitigate inauthenticity effects by adjusting operations (within

managerial control). We show that choice restrictions can alleviate the

timely managerial concern of display inauthenticity. When measuring,

predicting, and managing service performance, managers are advised

to factor in choice restrictions. Therefore, we recommend that man-

agers consider relevant contextual cues such as choice restrictions to

buffer inauthenticity effects.

2 | CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESES

2.1 | Inauthenticity of positive emotion displays

Frontline employees are commonly required to show positive

emotion displays when serving customers (Pugh, 2001). Positive

emotion displays are generally conceptualized in terms of smiles (e.g.,

Bruder et al., 2021; Hennig‐Thurau et al., 2006) and the accom-

panying tone of voice (e.g., Gabriel & Diefendorff, 2015; Goldberg &

Grandey, 2007). Positive emotion displays are qualified by their (in)

authenticity (Hochschild, 1983). Display inauthenticity reflects the

extent to which employees’ emotional displays are inconsistent with

their internal emotional experiences (Grandey, 2000), occurring when

employees modulate their expressed emotions without altering their

experiences (i.e., surface acting; Grandey, 2003). However, when

employees alter their experienced emotions through deep acting to

comply with organizational display requirements (Hochschild, 1983),

their smiles are authentic (Gunnery & Ruben, 2016). Numerous

studies show that customers perceive display inauthenticity both

in face‐to‐face and voice‐to‐voice encounters (e.g., Goldberg &

Grandey, 2007; Lechner & Paul, 2019) and that inauthenticity pro-

vides customers with cues that can be integrated into their judgment

of frontline employees and service delivery overall (Gabriel &

Diefendorff, 2015; Keh et al., 2013).

2.2 | Display inauthenticity and service
performance

In this paper, we offer insights into how service performance is

affected by display inauthenticity (Grandey & Gabriel, 2015) by

drawing on EASI theory (Van Kleef, 2009), which suggests that

employees’ emotional expressions provide useful information for

customers (Keltner & Haidt, 1999); that is, from the customers’

perspective, employees’ emotion displays signal employee intentions,

which, in turn, affect customer reactions. This inferential process may

drive the effect of display inauthenticity on service performance

(Lechner & Mathmann, 2021). In line with previous research (Huang

& Dai, 2010; Hülsheger et al., 2015; Lechner & Mathmann, 2021), we

conceptualize service performance as the customers’ assessment of

employee output. Service performance can be operationalized with

objective (e.g., customer spending) and subjective performance

indicators (e.g., customer satisfaction).

We posit that display inauthenticity might, under certain

circumstances, result in negative customer reactions. Customers may

interpret employees’ display inauthenticity as part of the service itself

(Grandey & Gabriel, 2015), suggesting that customers hold expecta-

tions regarding (in)authenticity of positive emotion displays that can

influence service performance (Tsai, 2001). When employees sup-

press their true emotions and show fake positive expressions (i.e.,

high inauthenticity), customers may perceive them as signaling a lack

of interest in customers (Grandey et al., 2005). On the other hand,

when displays are authentic (i.e., low inauthenticity), occurring

naturally or via effortful regulation of emotions, customers may

perceive them as signaling that the employee is genuinely interested

in the customer (Grandey, 2003). Customers may thus exhibit

decreased service performance with high (vs. low) inauthenticity as

their needs are not fulfilled (Groth et al., 2009; Hennig‐Thurau

et al., 2006). Formally:

H1: Display inauthenticity has a negative effect on service

performance.

However, importantly, and in line with EASI theory (Z. Wang

et al., 2017), we expect that customer reactions will also vary

depending on contextual cues before or during delivery and service

encounters. This reasoning is in line with previous research theorizing

distinct customer reactions based on preceding situations (Van Kleef

et al., 2012); that is, customers tend to integrate information derived

from employees’ emotion displays with other contextual cues such

as choice restrictions. Hence, we introduce choice restrictions

(Botti et al., 2008) as a key contextual factor that determines how

customers react to display inauthenticity.

2.3 | Choice restrictions

We take a holistic approach by conceptualizing choice restrictions as

restrictions of service provider choice (i.e., pre‐delivery factor) and

restrictions during service delivery (Botti et al., 2008). Service

provider choice refers to the customer's ability to select a service

provider (Botti & McGill, 2011). It is bound to, for example,

the geographical proximity of service providers, quality (ratings),

customer budgets, specific needs, consumption goals, business hours,

1Restricting choice reduces costs related to logistics and inventory management (e.g., the

cost of warehouse storage, transportation, and shelf display; Dhar et al., 2001; Dreze

et al., 1994; Sloot et al., 2006). Offering limited choice also improves efficiency and reduced

costs due to supply chain disruptions and fluctuations of demand (Singh et al., 2020). The

success of retailers such as Aldi also speaks to the benefit of limiting choice (Mortimer &

Grimmer, 2021).
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and service provider capacity (Botti et al., 2008). Importantly, choice

restrictions may occur during service delivery by altering the number

of available offerings presented to customers (Botti & McGill, 2011).

Thus, customers are frequently faced with varying levels of service

provider choice (Botti & McGill, 2006).

Literature on effects of choice and the related choice restrictions

cite a dichotomy between positive outcomes of choice restrictions,

given the tyranny of choice (Schwartz, 2000), and positive outcomes

of absent restrictions in line with “more is better” effects (Baumol &

Ide, 1956; Mathmann et al., 2017). According to the latter view,

choice restrictions disadvantage customers as they do not allow for

opportunities to serve various customer preferences (Baumol &

Ide, 1956), which in turn creates reactance (Brehm, 1972; Grabitz‐

Gniech, 1971; Miron & Brehm, 2006). In alignment with this view,

unrestricted choice (i.e., low choice restrictions) has been found to

increase consumption (Kahn & Wansink, 2004), purchase likelihood

(Koelemeijer & Oppewal, 1999), and the ease of making comparisons

among options (Hutchinson, 2005). However, unrestricted choice

may also create demotivation as choosing is difficult and often yields

frustration and regret (Gu et al., 2013; Iyengar & Lepper, 2000). On

the other hand, restricted choice (i.e., high choice restrictions) may

facilitate the ease and fluency of processing due to reduced choice

complexity and difficulty (Fasolo et al., 2009; Winkielman

et al., 2003). Yet, several studies have found that choice has no effect

(Flowerday & Schraw, 2003; Flowerday et al., 2004; Parker &

Lepper, 1992; Reeve et al., 2003). Considering these mixed findings,

we abstain from hypothesizing the main effect of choice restrictions

on service performance.

2.4 | The interplay of display inauthenticity and
choice restrictions

Our central research interest is to investigate the moderating

role of choice restrictions on the relationship between display

inauthenticity and service performance. Drawing on the EASI

model (Van Kleef, 2009), our rationale builds on the interpretational

ambiguity of display inauthenticity (Hassin et al., 2013;

Yagil, 2020). Specifically, display inauthenticity might not be

regarded as poor service across all circumstances. Given that in-

authenticity contains inherently ambiguous cues, such as a smile of

the mouth that is not mirrored by the eyes (Calvo et al., 2012;

Krumhuber et al., 2007), we argue that the interpretational ambi-

guity of inauthentic positive emotion displays drives customers to

search for cues. This search can be external (i.e., “Are choices re-

stricted now that I am in the service environment?”) or internal,

from memory (i.e., “Did I choose this service provider from a

restricted set of options?”).2 When customers search for cues to

form a judgment about the service in question, the impact of choice

restrictions on customer reactions to display inauthenticity

will come into effect. We predict that choice restrictions will

mitigate the negative effect of display inauthenticity on service

performance.

We first establish the effect of inauthenticity on service perfor-

mance when choice restrictions are low. When customers search for

cues to make sense of inauthenticity but find unrestricted choice,

customers’ sense of self is enhanced due to the opportunities they

afford (Madan et al., 2020; Markus & Schwartz, 2010), and so, they

adopt a self‐focus (Cohen & Gunz, 2002; Cross et al., 2002). Self‐

focused people tend to consider their own outcomes and benefits

(Gardner et al., 1999; Van Lange et al., 1997), leaving them relatively

unconcerned with others’ thoughts and feelings. Therefore, custo-

mers who are more self‐focused tend to form service performance

judgments solely based on how the employee satisfies their needs.

High (vs. low) inauthenticity contains more ambiguous cues

(Calvo et al., 2012; Krumhuber et al., 2007) that may be seen as

more displeasing signals for customers who encounter low choice

restrictions, leading to more adverse reactions.

By contrast, when customers look for cues to interpret

display inauthenticity and find that choice restrictions are high, it is

anticipated that customers will react less adversely to high (vs. low)

inauthenticity. As choice restrictions inhibit customers’ sense of

freedom (Bone et al., 2014), they are likely to encourage an “other‐

focus” in the customer's mindset (i.e., customers think about others

more than themselves). Other‐focused people disproportionately

consider the needs of others (Kogan et al., 2010; Van Lange

et al., 1997), prefer decisions that jointly benefit others and them-

selves (Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003), and prioritize relationship

maintenance (Gardner et al., 1999). Experiencing constraints such as

choice restrictions may prompt an other‐focused mindset associated

with interconnection and integration (Madan et al., 2020; Oyserman

et al., 2009; Savani & Rattan, 2012) and a focus on interpersonal

harmony and compassion for others (Hess et al., 2016; Kuppens

et al., 2008). Thus, customers who encounter high choice restrictions

might construe employees’ display inauthenticity with an other‐focus

in mind which prompts them to integrate others’ needs in their

service performance judgment and thereby, interpret display

inauthenticity benevolently (i.e., acknowledge employees’ smiles,

regardless of fake or real smiles), leading to less adverse reactions.

Therefore, we expect that the effect of display inauthenticity on

service performance will differ as a function of choice restrictions.

Display inauthenticity will influence service performance negatively

when choice restrictions are low but not when they are high. Hence,

choice restrictions might buffer the inauthenticity effect in that the

negative effect of inauthenticity on service performance might be

reduced when customers encounter high (vs. low) choice restrictions.

Formally, we propose:

H2: Choice restrictions will mitigate the negative effect of display

inauthenticity on service performance. Particularly, the condi-

tional effect of display inauthenticity on service performance

will be weaker with high (vs. low) choice restrictions.

2By reversing the inauthenticity/choice restrictions order across experiments, we provide

evidence for both possibilities, which increases opportunities for managers to leverage this

effect flexibly.
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2.5 | Overview of studies

Across three complementary studies, we tested the moderating ef-

fect of choice restrictions on the relationship between display in-

authenticity and service performance. Choice restrictions were

considered before service delivery (Study 1) and during service de-

livery (Studies 2 and 3). In Study 1, we first establish the link between

display inauthenticity and customer satisfaction, a subjective in-

dicator of service performance (H1), as well as the moderating effect

of choice restrictions on how customers react to display in-

authenticity (H2). In Study 2, we conceptually replicate findings from

Study 1 and demonstrate mediation via customers’ interdependent

self‐construal (see the development of H3 at the beginning of Study

2). Finally, Study 3 confirms all proposed hypotheses and generalizes

findings to real customer spending, an objective service performance

indicator, extending the ecological validity of our findings. Figure 1

displays our conceptual framework. For all studies, details of ex-

perimental materials (e.g., exemplary pictures of manipulations) ap-

pear in Web Appendix B and scale items appear in Web Appendix C.

3 | STUDY 1

Study 1 sought to test H1 and H2 to show that choice restrictions

can mitigate the negative effect of frontline employees’ display in-

authenticity on service performance, using customer satisfaction as a

subjective service performance indicator. Customer satisfaction is

conceptualized as a cognitive construct that is derived when custo-

mers compare the service outcomes with a standard of reference

(Keh et al., 2013). Satisfaction is related to a specific consumption

experience (Hennig‐Thurau & Klee, 1997) whereby customers fulfill

their requirements through purchasing a product or service. In Study

1, we used an experimental design involving “vocal expressions of

emotions” only (Gabriel & Diefendorff, 2015, p. 1805; Goldberg &

Grandey, 2007) as there is an increasing demand for making con-

sultations via phones, such as contact‐tracing calls from healthcare

service employees or advice from salesclerks when customers shop

online.

3.1 | Participants and procedure

We conducted a 2 (positive display inauthenticity: high vs. low) × 2

(choice restrictions: high vs. low) randomized between‐subject la-

boratory experiment with a sample of 213 university students in

Germany. Four cases were excluded during data collection as parti-

cipants did not follow experimental instructions and showed an in-

sufficient focus on study‐related tasks (Huang et al., 2012), resulting

in a final sample of 209 participants (Mage = 23.09, SD = 3.62; 55.50%

female).

We conducted a laboratory experiment by setting up 10 laptops

in a separate room on campus in which subjects participated in the

study under the supervision of a lab assistant who briefed

participants, ensured they followed instructions, kept distractions to

a minimum, and debriefed participants afterward. Once in the ex-

periment, participants were asked to imagine they were looking to

buy suitable materials to study Italian in their leisure time and now

sought consultation from a local bookstore via the phone. After re-

viewing available bookstores and selecting one, they took part in a

simulated interactive phone call via an interactive tool (Eko Studio),

then answered a questionnaire at the end.

3.2 | Experimental manipulations

For the manipulation of display inauthenticity, we used short voice

recordings that captured a book consultation. The vocal segments

were recorded by a professional actress who was recruited and

trained by the second author to effectively convey the varying in-

authenticity of emotion displays. In the high inauthenticity condition,

the employee applied surface acting, resulting in visible emotional

facial expressions and an upbeat voice with a forced cheer (Gabriel &

Diefendorff, 2015; Goldberg & Grandey, 2007). In the low in-

authenticity condition, the employee applied deep acting to express a

sincere interest using her voice, speaking cheerfully and asking

questions in a concerned, helpful, and sincere tone (Gabriel &

Diefendorff, 2015; Goldberg & Grandey, 2007). Both recordings were

captured with professional equipment and were approximately equal

in length, ranging from 17 to 18 s.

To manipulate choice restrictions, we altered the number of

available bookstores, as suggested by Botti and McGill (2011). In the

high choice restriction condition, participants were shown four

bookstores, but only one was available (all others were closed). In the

low choice restriction condition, participants saw four available

bookstores. By showing the same number of choices in both condi-

tions, we ruled out information load as an alternative explanation for

the interaction effect. As in previous research (Greifeneder

et al., 2010), the choice set was created by randomly combining

different attribute levels, and no option dominated any other option.

The bookstores were described by average rating and distance from

one's location. All bookstores were highly rated and within

F IGURE 1 Conceptual framework
Note: Satisfaction is operationalized with a subjective indicator (i.e.,
customer satisfaction) in Studies 1 and 2 and with an objective in-
dicator in Study 3 (i.e., customer spending)
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appropriate proximity (less than one kilometer). Details of experi-

mental manipulations appear in Web Appendix B.

3.3 | Measures and manipulation checks

Customer satisfaction was measured with four items (Lechner &

Paul, 2019; α = 0.94), with higher values indicating stronger

agreement (M = 3.97, SD = 1.54; see Web Appendix C). The measure

showed confirmed adequate levels of reliability (Nunnally, 1994)

and convergent validity (average variance extracted [AVE] = 0.81;

Hair et al., 2010). As satisfaction was the only scale, discriminant

validity is not of concern. Table 2 displays the descriptive

statistics.

To test the effectiveness of the inauthenticity manipulation, we

used a four‐item scale (Côté et al., 2013; Grandey et al., 2005;

α = 0.94). For the manipulation check of choice restrictions, we used

a two‐item scale adapted from Lee and Lee (2004); split‐half

reliability = 0.91.

For the manipulation checks (and the hypotheses test), we

applied Model 1 of the PROCESS macro version 3.5 for SPSS

(Hayes, 2018) with 10,000 bootstrap samples. Following Hayes

(2018, pp. 297–298), display inauthenticity and choice restrictions

were coded −0.5 (low inauthenticity, low choice restriction)

and 0.5 (high inauthenticity, high choice restriction). Effect

coding allows the interpretation of main effects (Hayes, 2018,

pp. 297–298; see also Homburg et al., 2022, p. 293–294; Spiller

et al., 2013, p. 280).

First, we regressed perceived inauthenticity (Y) on display in-

authenticity (X), choice restrictions (W), and their interaction (X ×W).

The main effect of display inauthenticity on perceived inauthenticity

was significantly positive (β = 2.06, SE = 0.17, t = 12.21, p < 0.001,

95% confidence interval [CI]: [1.72, 2.39]), confirming the effective-

ness of our inauthenticity manipulation. The main effect of choice

restrictions was insignificant (β = 0.09, p = 0.56), as was the

interaction effect of display inauthenticity and choice restrictions

(β = −0.61, p = 0.07) on perceived inauthenticity. Second, we re-

gressed perceived choice restrictions (Y) on the same predictors. The

main effect of choice restrictions on perceived restrictions was sig-

nificantly positive (β = 0.91, SE = 0.21, t = 4.29, p < 0.001, 95% CI:

[0.49, 1.34]), confirming the effectiveness of our choice restriction

manipulation. The main effect of display inauthenticity was insignif-

icant (β = −0.00, p = 0.99), as was the interaction effect of display

inauthenticity and choice restrictions (β = 0.19, p = 0.64), ruling out

confounding of our experimental manipulations. Hence, both ma-

nipulations were successful.

3.4 | Results

To test H1 and H2, we regressed satisfaction (Y) on display in-

authenticity (X), choice restrictions (W), and their interaction (X ×W).

Results showed a significant main effect of display inauthenticity

(β = −0.81, SE = 0.20, t = −3.98, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [ − 1.21, −0.41]),

but no main effects of choice restrictions (β = 0.21, p = 0.28) on ser-

vice performance. Importantly, the interaction effect of display in-

authenticity and choice restrictions was significant (β = 0.84,

SE = 0.41, t = 2.05, p = 0.04, 95% CI: [0.03, 1.65], ΔR2 = 0.01). The

results of the conditional effects analysis revealed two simple effects

of display inauthenticity conditional on each level of choice restric-

tions. The effect of inauthenticity on service performance was

significant and negative in the low choice restriction condition

(β = −1.23, SE = 0.27, t = −4.46, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [−1.78, −0.69]), but

insignificant in the high choice restriction condition (β = −0.39,

p = 0.19). Figure 2 displays the results.3

3.5 | Discussion

In sum, partial support was found for H1. Although the main effect

of inauthenticity on satisfaction as a subjective service perfor-

mance indicator was significant, the simple effect of inauthenticity

was significant only in the low choice restriction condition. The

main effect of inauthenticity equals the mean of both simple effects

(i.e., (−1.23 −0.39)/2 = −0.81). That is, the significant simple effect

in the low choice restriction condition was so strong that the main

effect of inauthenticity (i.e., the unweighted average simple effect

of inauthenticity) was significant (cf. Durante & Arsena, 2015,

p. 1376; Hayes, 2018, p. 294; Homburg et al., 2022, p. 281). Ad-

ditionally, the analysis of the interaction and its simple effects

provided full support for H2. Hence, the negative effect of display

inauthenticity on service performance only occurred when choice

restrictions were low but not when they were high. Choice re-

strictions

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations

Variable M SD AVE Cronbach's α r

Study 1

1. Customer satisfaction 3.97 1.54 0.81 0.94

Study 2

1. Customer satisfaction 5.41 1.35 0.73 0.91

2. Interdependent

self‐construal
3.95 1.38 0.55 0.82 0.44**

Study 3

1. Customer spending 8.89 5.30 − −

2. Interdependent
self‐construal

4.68 1.27 0.69 0.90 0.28**

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

Abbreviation: AVE, average variance extracted.

3As another robustness check, we applied the technique recommended by Umesh

et al., (1996). The results of this analysis for all studies, which are reported inWeb Appendix E,

further support our findings. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
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thus mitigated the negative effect of inauthenticity on service

performance.

4 | STUDY 2

To delineate how display inauthenticity differently affects service

performance when choice restrictions are high (vs. low), we build on

the interpretational ambiguity of inauthentic emotion displays (Calvo

et al., 2012; Krumhuber et al., 2007), suggesting that inauthenticity

contains ambiguous cues that may be construed differently de-

pending on choice restrictions. Self‐construal is characterized by

viewing the self as interconnected with others (i.e., interdependent

self‐construal) or separate from others (i.e., independent self‐

construal; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). These two distinct ways of

viewing oneself can be measured as a state (e.g., “At this moment, I

am focused on myself/At this moment, I am focused on others”;

Chang & Hung, 2018; Hamilton & Biehal, 2005; Simpson et al., 2021).

We posit that the inherent ambiguity of inauthenticity results in a

search for cues that amplify the effect of contextual factors, which, in

the case of choice restrictions, changes customers’ self‐construal. In

other words, choice restrictions might prompt an interdependent

self‐construal when customers seek to interpret ambiguous cues

such as inauthentic smiles.

Specifically, when customers search for cues to interpret

frontline employees’ display inauthenticity and find low choice

restrictions, their sense of self is enhanced (Madan et al., 2020;

Markus & Schwartz, 2010), thereby activating a self‐focus (Cohen

& Gunz, 2002; Cross et al., 2002). Self‐focused customers prioritize

their own interests and benefits over others’ needs (Kogan

et al., 2010; Van Lange et al., 1997). Customers with a self‐focus

might thus feel less interconnected with frontline employees.

Therefore, customers who encounter inauthenticity will exhibit an

independent self‐construal when choice restrictions are low, which,

in turn, has implications for service performance.

In contrast, when customers look for contextual cues and find

that choice restrictions are high, the experienced lack of freedom can

result in an inhibited sense of self (Madan et al., 2020; Markus &

Schwartz, 2010), which may temporarily create an other‐focus

(Cohen & Gunz, 2002; Cross et al., 2002). Other‐focused customers

tend to be benevolent as they are concerned with helping others,

sharing benefits, and maintaining relationships (Cross et al., 2000;

Gardner et al., 1999). Consequently, other‐focused customers will

feel more interconnected with frontline employees and experience

higher service performance. In other words, the interaction between

choice restrictions and display inauthenticity will result in an inter-

dependent customer self‐construal.

In turn, the degree to which a customer views the self as being

interdependent with others can influence judgment (Lalwani &

Shavitt, 2013; Mandel, 2003; Simpson et al., 2018, 2020).

Customers with an interdependent self‐construal tend to show

greater satisfaction with relationships (Cross et al., 2000), foster

cooperation (Galang et al., 2021; Utz, 2004), and initiate actions

that support others and good causes (Simpson et al., 2020;

Vaidyanathan et al., 2013; Winterich & Barone, 2011). They also

express more empathy for others (Chen et al., 2020; Lalwani &

Shavitt, 2009) due to their focus on interpersonal harmony and

compassion for others (Hess et al., 2016; Kuppens et al., 2008).

Therefore, an interdependent (vs. independent) self‐construal is

more likely to exhibit a positive effect on service performance.

Thus, we propose that the interaction of display inauthenticity and

choice restrictions works through interdependent self‐construal in

that display inauthenticity might lead to a positive indirect effect on

service performance when choice restrictions are high (vs. low).

Hence, our hypothesis:

H3: The conditional effect of display inauthenticity on service

performance is mediated by interdependent self‐construal.

4.1 | Participants and procedure

Study 2 tested a different operationalization of choice in that choice

was restricted during service delivery, adding generalizability to our

F IGURE 2 The effect of display inauthenticity on service performance differs as a function of choice restrictions
Note: Choice restrictions: low (dashed line) versus high (solid line)
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findings. Manipulating choice restrictions in this way provides man-

agers with actionable insights into mitigating inauthenticity effects, as

managers may, for instance, restrict choices by reducing the size of

their menu at certain hours. We operationalized service performance

as in Study 1.

This study used a 2 (positive display inauthenticity: high vs.

low) × 2 (choice restrictions: high vs. low) randomized between‐subject

design. The sample consisted of 282 participants from Clickworker, an

online panel in the United Kingdom (UK) (all complete and usable cases

were included;4 Mage = 35.41; SD= 11.67; 60.30% female).

Participants were instructed to put themselves in a situation of

visiting a bookstore to look for Italian language courses for self‐study.

After checking out different learning materials at a digital kiosk, they

saw a series of pictures depicting a female employee in a real

bookstore. Picture stimuli are ecologically valid (Bateson & Hui, 1992)

and commonly employed in service research (Bruder et al., 2021;

Lechner & Mathmann, 2021). Each picture was presented on a se-

parate page, including a short text describing the situation and a

speech balloon with a short statement from the employee. Partici-

pants then completed the survey and were debriefed at the end.

4.2 | Experimental manipulations

To manipulate display inauthenticity, the second author hired a pro-

fessional photographer to do the photoshoot in a local bookstore and

trained a female actress to regulate her emotions in front of the camera.

In the high inauthenticity condition, she applied surface acting techni-

ques (Grandey, 2000, 2003; Hennig‐Thurau et al., 2006) to perform an

asymmetric smile, which is a common type of inauthentic display

(Ekman et al., 1999; Ekman, 1993). In the low inauthenticity condition,

she used deep acting techniques to evoke genuine happiness, which

resulted in a pronounced symmetric smile (Skinner & Mullen, 1991).

To manipulate choice restrictions, we altered the number of

available textbooks in the choice set shown to participants on the

digital kiosk. In the high choice restriction condition, participants

were shown only one available book (out of four books), whereas, in

the low choice restriction condition, they were presented with four

available books. The textbooks were generally described by average

rating, number of reviews, and price. Details of experimental ma-

nipulations appear in Web Appendix B.

4.3 | Measures and manipulation checks

We used the same satisfaction scale as in Study 1 (α = 0.91; M = 5.41,

SD = 1.35). Interdependent self‐construal was measured as a

state using a 4‐item, 7‐point bipolar scale (higher scores indicate

higher interdependent self‐construal; Simpson et al., 2021; α = 0.82;

M = 3.95, SD = 1.38; see Web Appendix C). All measures confirmed

adequate levels of reliability (Nunnally, 1994) and convergent validity

(AVEservice performance = 0.73; AVEself‐construal = 0.55; Hair et al., 2010).

Discriminant validity was supported for all measures as all AVEs

were greater than all squared correlations (r = 0.44; Fornell &

Larcker, 1981).

Manipulation checks for display inauthenticity (α = 0.84) and

choice restrictions (split‐half reliability = 0.77) were measured as

in Study 1. We then applied Model 1 of the PROCESS macro

(Hayes, 2018) with 10,000 bootstrap samples. First, we regressed

perceived inauthenticity (Y) on display inauthenticity (X, effect‐coded

−0.5 = low inauthenticity, 0.5 = high inauthenticity), choice restric-

tions (W, effect‐coded −0.5 = low choice restriction, 0.5 = high choice

restriction), and their interaction (X ×W). The main effect of display

inauthenticity on perceived inauthenticity was significantly positive

(β = 0.46, SE = 0.17, t = 2.73, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [0.13, 0.80]), con-

firming the effectiveness of our inauthenticity manipulation. The

main effect of choice restrictions was insignificant (β = −0.15,

p = 0.37), as was the interaction effect of display inauthenticity and

choice restrictions (β = −0.28, p = 0.40) on perceived inauthenticity.

Second, we regressed perceived choice restrictions on the same

predictors. The main effect of choice restrictions on perceived re-

strictions was significantly positive (β = 1.00, SE = 0.17, t = 5.73,

p < 0.05, 95% CI: [0.66, 1.35]), confirming the effectiveness of our

choice restrictions manipulation. The main effect of display in-

authenticity was insignificant (β = 0.06, p = 0.72), as was the interac-

tion effect of display inauthenticity and choice restrictions (β = −0.57,

p = 0.09), ruling out confounding of our experimental manipulation.

Hence, both manipulations were successful.

4.4 | Results

As in Study 1, to test H1 and H2, we regressed satisfaction (Y) on

display inauthenticity (X, effect‐coded −0.5 = low inauthenticity,

0.5 = high inauthenticity), choice restrictions (W, effect‐coded

−0.5 = low choice restriction, 0.5 = high choice restriction), and their

interaction (X ×W) using the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model 1,

bootstrapped 10,000 samples; Hayes, 2018). The main effect of in-

authenticity was significantly negative (β = −0.97, SE = 0.12, t = −7.82,

p < 0.01, 95% CI: [−1.21, −0.72]). The main effect of choice restric-

tions was significantly positive (β = 1.25, SE = 0.12, t = 10.04,

p < 0.001, 95% CI: [1.00, 1.49]). Importantly, the interaction effect of

inauthenticity and choice restrictions was significant (β = 1.65,

SE = 0.24, t = 6.65, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [1.16, 2.14], ΔR2 = 0.09). The

results of the conditional effects analysis indicated that the effect of

inauthenticity on service performance was significant and negative in

the low choice restriction condition (β = −1.80, SE = 0.17, t = −10.12,

p < 0.001, 95% CI: [ − 2.15, −1.45]) but insignificant in the high choice

restriction condition (β = −0.14, SE = 0.17, t = −0.83, p = 0.40, 95% CI:

[− 0.48, 0.19]).

4Following previous research (e.g., Huang et al., 2012; Hyodo and Bolton, 2021; Nakkawita,

Mathmann and Higgins, 2020), consistent across studies, we excluded fraudulent responses

outside of the intended sample frame (e.g., 10 participants were not living in the UK at the

time of participating in the study and 8 participants indicated that they were not Click-

workers) and one due to an invalid response regarding age (145).
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To test H3, we next analyzed the proposed mediation through

self‐construal using Hayes’ (2018) PROCESS macro (Model 8, boot-

strapped 10,000 samples) with display inauthenticity (−0.5 = low,

0.5 = high) as the independent variable (X), choice restrictions

(−0.5 = low, 0.5 = high) as the moderator (W), interdependent self‐

construal as a potential mediator, and satisfaction (a subjective ser-

vice performance indicator) as the dependent variable (Y). We found

a significant interaction effect of inauthenticity and choice restric-

tions on interdependent self‐construal (β = 1.27, SE = 0.25, t = 4.96,

p < 0.001, 95% CI: [0.77, 1.78], ΔR2 = 0.05). Specifically, the condi-

tional effect of inauthenticity on interdependent self‐construal was

significantly negative in the low choice restriction condition

(β = −0.60, SE = 0.18, t = −3.27, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [−0.96, −0.24]), but

significantly positive in the high choice restriction condition (β = 0.67,

SE = 0.18, t = 3.74, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [0.32, 1.02]). Interdependent

self‐construal exerted a significantly positive effect on service per-

formance (β = 0.18, SE = 0.05, t = 3.28, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [0.07,

0.29]). When controlling for interdependent self‐construal, the in-

teraction effect of inauthenticity and choice restrictions was sig-

nificant (β = 1.41, SE = 0.25, t = 5.54, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [0.91, 1.91]).

The conditional direct effect of inauthenticity on service performance

was significant and negative in the low choice restriction condition

(β = −1.68, SE = 0.17, t = −9.47, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [− 2.03, −1.33]) but

insignificant in the high choice restriction condition (β = −0.27,

p = 0.12). Importantly, in support of H3, the conditional indirect effect

of inauthenticity on service performance through interdependent

self‐construal was significant (Index = 0.23; SE = 0.10, 95% CI: [0.06,

0.46]; low restrictions: β = −0.11, SE = 0.05, 95% CI: [−0.23, −0.02];

high restrictions: β = 0.12, SE = 0.05, 95% CI: [0.03, 0.25]). 5

4.5 | Discussion

Consistent with Study 1, the results of Study 2 provided partial

support for H1 and full support for H2. The negative effect of display

inauthenticity on service performance only occurred in the low

but not high choice restriction condition. Choice restrictions, oper-

ationalized as restrictions during delivery but before the

service encounter, thus mitigated the negative effect of display in-

authenticity on service performance. Additionally, we demonstrated

that interdependent self‐construal mediated the focal interaction

effect of display inauthenticity and choice restrictions on service

performance, supporting H3. Furthermore, Study 2 found a positive

main effect of choice restriction on service performance. According

to the typology of moderators provided by Sharma et al. (1981),

choice restrictions could be classified as a quasi‐moderator as

the main effect of choice restrictions on service performance was

significant, as was the interaction effect of display inauthenticity and

choice restrictions.

5 | STUDY 3

Study 3 sought to replicate findings from Studies 1 and 2 using cus-

tomer spending as an objective indicator of service performance, in

line with previous literature (Fuchs et al., 2015; Huang & Dai, 2010;

Hülsheger et al., 2015; Wertenbroch & Skiera, 2002), adding ecological

validity to our findings. Spending is defined as the amount of money

that a customer pays for a product or service (Homburg et al., 2005).

Study 3 examines the interaction effect of interest in the context

of within‐service choice restrictions during delivery and the service

encounter; that is, we examine the interaction effect of inauthenticity

and choice restrictions on actual customer spending.

5.1 | Participants and procedure

Studies 3 used a 2 (positive display inauthenticity: high vs. low) × 2

(choice restrictions: high vs. low) randomized between‐subject de-

sign. The sample included 474 complete and usable cases collected

via Amazon Mechanical Turk in the United States (USA; Mage = 39.62;

SD = 11.77; 53.20% male).6

In the experiment, participants were offered an additional bonus

of US$0.15 on top of their incentive of US$1.00 for participating in

the study. Participants were then instructed to put themselves in a

situation of wanting to order a meal kit online. As in Study 2, parti-

cipants were presented with a series of pictures showing a female

employee who guided them on setting up their meal kit. Each picture

included a speech balloon with a short statement by the employee.

After greeting the customer, the employee asked them to select their

preference of meal kit (e.g., meat and veggies, veggies only, etc.).

Participants were then informed by the employee about the number

of options available. Next, they were shown either one (of four) or

four available meal recipes. After that, participants were asked to

indicate whether they wanted to use part of the additional bonus of

US$0.15 to purchase lottery tickets (one cent each), with each ticket

increasing the chance they would win a real meal kit (see also Fuchs

et al., 2010, 2015; Mathmann & Chylinski, 2021; Nunes &

Boatwright, 2004). After indicating the highest amount of money that

they were willing to spend on lottery tickets, participants received

payment and the rest of the bonus. They then completed the survey

and were debriefed at the end.

5In Study 2, we controlled for choice confidence which reflects the customers' certainty

about the appropriateness of their choice as an additional robustness check (Lechner et al.,

2021). We used three‐item scale from Heitmann et al., (2007;M = 5.35; SD = 1.21; α = 0.84).

The interaction effect of display inauthenticity and choice restrictions remained significant in

directly (β = 1.64, p < 0.001) and indirectly (Index = 0.23, 95% CI [0.07, 0.46]) predicting

service performance when entering choice confidence as a covariate. We also tested a

three‐way interaction of display inauthenticity, choice restrictions, and choice confidence

which was insignificant in directly and indirectly predicting service performance.

6Consistent across studies, we excluded fraudulent responses outside of the intended

sample frame (e.g., 91 participants were not living in the US at the time of participating in the

study, and 4 participants indicated that they were not Mechanical Turk workers), one invalid

response about age (456), and 53 incomplete responses as participants dropped out before

the dependent measure.
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5.2 | Experimental manipulations

For the manipulation of display inauthenticity, we followed the same

process reported in Study 2 with another actress, who showed a low‐

intensity smile without eye‐muscle activation in the high in-

authenticity condition and a large smile including an eye‐muscle

contraction in the low inauthenticity condition. To manipulate choice

restrictions, participants were shown either one (of four) or four

available meal recipes. These options were described by images, the

average rating, and the number of reviews. Details of experimental

manipulations appear in Web Appendix B.

5.3 | Measures and manipulation checks

We measures customer spending in Cents ranging from 0 to 15

(M = 8.89, SD = 5.30). Interdependent self‐construal (M = 4.68, SD =

1.27, α = 0.90, AVE = 0.69) was measured as a state using the same

scale in Study 2. Interdependent self‐construal showed adequate

levels of reliability and convergent validity (Hair et al., 2010) and was

discriminant from spending (AVE greater than squared correlation,

r = 0.28; Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

For the manipulation checks, we used the same scales and test

procedure as in Studies 1 and 2 (αinauthenticity = 0.75, split‐half

reliabilitychoice restrictions = 0.94). We found a significantly positive main

effect of display inauthenticity on perceived inauthenticity (β = 1.45,

SE= 0.09, t = 15.36, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [1.27, 1.64]) and a significantly

positive main effect of choice restrictions on perceived restrictions

(β = 1.68, SE= 0.17, t = 9.75, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [1.34, 2.02]), confirming

the effectiveness of both manipulations. The interaction effect of in-

authenticity and choice restrictions on perceived inauthenticity

(β = 0.07, p = 0.71) and on perceived restrictions (β = −0.16, p = 0.62)

were both insignificant, ruling out confounding of our experimental

manipulation. Hence, both manipulations worked as intended.

5.4 | Results

To test H1 and H2, as in Studies 1 and 2, we regressed spending (Y)

on display inauthenticity (X), choice restrictions (W), and their inter-

action (X ×W) using Model 1 within the PROCESS macro (boot-

strapped 10,000 samples; Hayes, 2018). Both experimental factors

were effect‐coded (–0.5 = low inauthenticity, low choice restriction;

0.5 = high inauthenticity, high choice restriction) for a substantial in-

terpretation of the main and interaction effects (Homburg

et al., 2022; Spiller et al., 2013). Results yielded a significant main

effect of inauthenticity (β = −1.66, SE = 0.45, t = −3.63, p < 0.001, 95%

CI: [−2.56, −0.76]) and choice restrictions (β = 2.80, SE = 0.45,

t = 6.11, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [1.90, 3.70]). Importantly, the interaction

effect of inauthenticity and choice restrictions was significant

(β = 3.52, SE = 0.91, t = 3.84, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [1.72, 5.32], ΔR2 =

0.02). The results of conditional effects analysis showed that the

effect of inauthenticity on service performance was significant and

negative in the low choice restriction condition (β = −3.42, SE = 0.64,

t = −5.27, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [−4.69, −2.14]) but insignificant in the

high choice restriction condition (β = 0.09, p = 0.88).

To test H3, as in Study 2, we used Model 8 within the PROCESS

macro (bootstrapped 10,000 samples; Hayes, 2018) with display in-

authenticity (−0.5 = low, 0.5 = high) as the IV (X), choice restrictions

(−0.5 = low, 0.5 = high) as the moderator (W), interdependent self‐

construal as the potential mediator, and spending (an objective ser-

vice performance indicator) as the DV (Y). We found a significant

interaction effect of inauthenticity and choice restrictions on inter-

dependent self‐construal (β = 2.05, SE = 0.21, t = 9.71, p < 0.001; 95%

CI: [1.63, 2.46], ΔR2 = 0.16). Inauthenticity had significant effects on

interdependent self‐construal in both choice restriction conditions

(low restrictions: β = −1.22, SE = 0.14, t = −8.19, p < 0.001; 95% CI:

[−1.52, −0.93]; high restrictions: β = 0.82, SE = 0.14, t = 5.54,

p < 0.001; 95% CI: [0.53, 1.11]). Interdependent self‐construal ex-

erted a positive effect on service performance (β = 0.83, SE = 0.19,

p < 0.001, 95% CI: [0.44, 1.21]). When controlling for interdependent

self‐construal, the interaction effect of inauthenticity and choice re-

strictions on service performance became insignificant (β = 1.80,

p = 0.06). The conditional direct effect of inauthenticity on service

performance was significantly negative in the low choice restriction

condition (β = −2.40, SE = 0.68, t = −3.52, p < 0.001, 95% CI: [−3.74,

−1.06]) but insignificant in the high choice restriction condition

(β = −0.59, p = 0.36). Importantly, in support of H3, the conditional

indirect effect of inauthenticity on service performance through

interdependent self‐construal reached significance (Index = 1.71,

SE = 0.44, 95% CI: [0.85, 2.61]; low restrictions: β = −1.02, SE = 0.27,

95% CI: [−1.59, −0.49); high restrictions: β = 0.68, SE = 0.20, 95% CI:

[0.31, 1.11]).7

5.5 | Discussion

With Study 3, we again found partial support for H1 and full sup-

port for H2 and H3. Frontline employees’ display inauthenticity

negatively affected spending as an objective indicator of service

performance only for customers who encountered low choice re-

strictions, but no effects for those who encountered high choice

restrictions. Study 3 also replicated interdependent self‐construal

as a potential underlying mechanism, in that a high choice

7In Study 3, we tested positive affect, a well‐established mediator of authenticity effects

(Hennig‐Thurau et al., 2006) as an alternative explanation using the four‐item scale from

Hennig‐Thurau et al. (2006; α = 0.91, M = 4.65, SD = 1.41, see Web Appendix C). Using

Model 8 within the PROCESS macro (10,000 bootstrap samples; Hayes, 2018), we found a

significant interaction effect of inauthenticity and choice restrictions on positive affect

(β = 0.56, p = 0.02). Importantly, inauthenticity had a significant effect on positive affect only

in the low choice restriction condition (β = −0.38, p = 0.03), replicating Hennig‐Thurau et al.

(2006). However, in the high choice restriction condition, inauthenticity had no effect

(β = 0.17, p = 0.33). Likewise, the conditional indirect effects of inauthenticity on service

performance through positive affect showed that positive affect worked as a mediator only

in the low choice restriction condition (low: β = −0.28, SE = 0.13, 95% CI: [−0.58, −0.03]; high:

β = 0.12, SE = 0.14, 95% CI: [−0.14, 0.43]; Index = 0.40, SE = 0.21, 95% CI: [0.03, 0.86]). These

findings rule out positive affect as an alternative explanation for our focal finding that

customers react less adversely to display inauthenticity when choice restrictions are high.
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restriction buffers the inauthenticity effect by prompting a custo-

mer's interdependent self‐construal (i.e., viewing the self as inter-

connected to others), resulting in fewer adverse reactions to

display inauthenticity. Similar to Study 2, in Study 3, we observed a

positive main effect of choice restrictions on service performance.

This fosters the classification of choice restrictions as a quasi‐

moderator (Sharma et al., 1981).

6 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

6.1 | Theoretical contributions

Scholars have been increasingly concerned with customer percep-

tions of frontline employees’ positive emotion display inauthenticity

(Bruder et al., 2021; Kulczynski et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2019; K. L.

Wang et al., 2021) as it is a persistent phenomenon in service in-

teractions despite managerial interventions in the form of display

rules and authenticity training (Groth et al., 2009; Hülsheger

et al., 2015; G. Wang et al., 2011). Previous research, however, is

inconclusive regarding customer reactions to display inauthenticity,

with some studies suggesting negative effects and others finding no

effects (for recent meta‐analyses, see Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011;

Kammeyer‐Mueller et al., 2013), suggesting the presence of moder-

ating factors (Grandey & Gabriel, 2015). Although studies have ex-

plored some stable and chronic moderators (e.g., individual customer

differences; Chi et al., 2011; Lechner & Mathmann, 2021), less is

known about the impact of dynamic factors on the link between

employees’ display inauthenticity and service performance. In this

paper, we focus on choice restrictions as a dynamic moderator be-

cause choice is a ubiquitous aspect of service consumption (for re-

views, see Chernev et al., 2015; Papadopoulou et al., 2019;

Scheibehenne et al., 2009).

This paper contributes to emotional labor literature by in-

vestigating the impact of choice restrictions on the relationship

between frontline employees’ display inauthenticity and service

performance. Across three studies, our findings consistently pro-

vide partial support for the link between display inauthenticity and

service performance (H1) and show full support for the interaction

effect of display inauthenticity and choice restrictions on service

performance (H2). Specifically, we found a consistent negative

main effect of display inauthenticity on service performance for

customers in the low choice restriction condition, but no effects of

display inauthenticity for people in the high choice restriction

condition. These results thus provide empirical evidence that

choice restrictions can mitigate the negative effect of display

inauthenticity on service performance, operationalized as a

subjective (i.e., customer satisfaction, Studies 1 and 2) and

objective (i.e., spending, Study 3) indicator.

Furthermore, we shed light on the process through which

display inauthenticity and choice restrictions jointly affect

service performance, extending research on the EASI model

(Van Kleef, 2014). Previous literature on positive emotion displays

has focused on affect as the process through which (in)authenticity

impacts attitudes and behavior (e.g., Barger & Grandey, 2006;

Otterbring, 2017) or has neglected mediators altogether (e.g., Tan

et al., 2004). According to EASI theory, affect and cognitive in-

ferences are two mechanisms through which (in)authentic positive

emotion displays provoke effects on customers (Van Kleef, 2009).

In this paper, we show that the interaction effect of display in-

authenticity and choice restrictions works through interdependent

self‐construal (H3). The negative effect of inauthenticity on service

performance was mitigated by choice restrictions because a high

choice restriction encouraged customers to construe themselves as

more interconnected to others and, thus, reducing reduced adverse

reactions to high (vs. low) inauthenticity. This is a cognitive process

through which customers view themselves as interconnected

with others under restricted choice, which, in turn, explains their

reactions to employees’ display inauthenticity. We thus extend

EASI theory by showing that the inferential pathway plays a crucial

role in the process of how display inauthenticity elicits effects on

customers.

Interestingly, we observed a nonhypothesized positive main

effect of choice restrictions in two of the three studies (Studies 2 and

3), so that choice restrictions should be considered a quasi‐moderator

(Sharma et al., 1981). The psychometric literature has considered

moderators that exhibit main effects not as moderators to “obviate

the ambiguity about which of the predictor variables is the mod-

erator” (Sharma et al., 1981, p. 294). However, a quasi‐moderator is

accepted in the marketing literature as a moderator as long as the

aforementioned ambiguity can be reduced on theoretical grounds

(Sharma et al., 1981; see also Hayes, 2018; Homburg et al., 2022),

which we did by anchoring and incorporating our conceptual model in

emotional labor theory and EASI theory (Hochschild, 1983; Van

Kleef, 2014). Also, particularly in the emotional labor literature, it is

not uncommon that moderators show main effects either con-

sistently (e.g., Grandey et al., 2005; Wang & Groth, 2014) or only in

some studies (e.g., Chi & Chen, 2019; Chi et al., 2011; Houston

et al., 2018; Lechner & Mathmann, 2021).

Further, we can only speculate as to why the positive main effect

of choice restrictions was significant in Studies 2 and 3. Choosing

during service delivery (as opposed to choosing before service de-

livery in Study 1) may trigger aversion as customers feel observed by

the frontline employee during preference construction (Zwebner &

Schrift, 2020). High choice restrictions may shorten preference

construction thereby triggering less aversion, resulting in higher

service performance appraisals.

6.2 | Managerial implications

First, managers are advised to leverage the mitigating effects

demonstrated in this study by using different types of choice

restrictions. Choice restrictions can be flexibly operated as a

predelivery factor (e.g., service provider choice, Study 1) or during

service delivery (before service encounter as in Study 2 and during
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service encounter as in Study 3). Service firms, for instance, may

operate in flexible hours, such as opening earlier and closing later

than others. They may also consider limiting the number of

offerings when inauthentic displays are rampant (e.g., at the end

of a working shift).

Second, managers are advised to encourage customers to think of

others, thus improving service performance when inauthenticity is

prolific. Findings from Studies 2 and 3 show that the interaction of

display inauthenticity and choice restrictions works through inter-

dependent self‐construal in that display inauthenticity leads to a po-

sitive indirect effect on service performance when choice restrictions

are high as opposed to when they are low. The emotional labor pro-

cess is often illustrated as “a dynamic and reciprocal” interaction be-

tween customers and employees (Grandey & Gabriel, 2015, p. 327).

Therefore, encouraging an other‐focus may increase service perfor-

mance when display inauthenticity is common. Managers, for instance,

may leverage digital kiosks to communicate dynamically with custo-

mers at a low cost. When low display inauthenticity is difficult to

achieve for frontline employees, such as during peak hours, store

managers could use these kiosks to display messages that direct the

customer's focus to other service aspects, such as product quality and

ambiance, thus compelling customers to react less adversely to display

inauthenticity. Although training may further authenticity and em-

ployee well‐being in the long run (Hennig‐Thurau et al., 2006; Hül-

sheger et al., 2015), it is pertinent to provide actionable solutions for

managers to mitigate the inauthenticity effect before such training

achieves the desired effect (Lechner & Mathmann, 2021).

Finally, we provide implications for service firms that operate

under market shocks such as the COVID‐19 pandemic, causing a

significant impact on frontline employees’ ability to be authentic,

given the added stress, uncertainty, and rude customer behaviors

(Trougakos et al., 2020; Voorhees et al., 2020). Such shocks also

significantly disrupt global supply chains (Singh et al., 2020),

importantly causing choice restrictions due to the shutdown of

certain service locations, restricted floor space, or changes in hours of

operation. These problems emphasize the need for managerial

insights into dynamic factors such as choice restrictions. Training,

while effective at times, is not a dynamic intervention that can be

employed on the spot. Managers, therefore, are advised to factor in

relevant contextual cues, such as choice restrictions, when predicting,

measuring, and managing service performance. By using choice re-

strictions to mitigate inauthenticity, managers may save resources

that can be employed for long‐term investments in employee training

and well‐being.

6.3 | Limitations and future research

Our research sheds light on the interplay of choice restrictions and

display inauthenticity on service performance. Future research could

deepen our understanding of the main and interaction effects of dif-

ferent types of restrictions (e.g., different types of restrictions before

and during service delivery) and their underlying mechanisms. Relatedly,

an exploration of customer reactions to pandemic‐related restrictions

seems worthwhile (e.g., store closures, lockdowns, supply shortages).

Notably, Study 1 involved store and service provider restrictions,

whereas Studies 2 and 3 were based on within‐service restrictions.

An alternative theory that could explain this differential increase in

service performance when choice restrictions are high (vs. low)

during the service interaction is that customers may have felt bad for

frontline employees who have to present them with limited options.

Interestingly, the present line of research indirectly suggests that

service provider choice restrictions, which have become more

common during the COVID‐19 pandemic due to store closures

and lockdowns, yield different reactions compared to conventional

within‐service choice restrictions. If future research were to test this

more deliberately—for instance, by developing a typology of pan-

demic versus nonpandemic‐related choice restrictions and testing

their respective effects on service performance more systematically—

relevant implications for the current pandemic or similar future

events could be derived.

Furthermore, we conducted our studies in countries with pre-

dominantly individualistic cultures (Germany, the UK, and the USA).

Whereas people from collectivist countries such as Greece and China

adopt a relatively interdependent self‐construal, those from in-

dividualist countries such as Germany and the UK adopt a relatively

independent self‐construal (for reviews, see Cross et al., 2011;

Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Future research could investigate if

customers in collectivist cultures react similarly to those in in-

dividualist cultures to choice restrictions and display inauthenticity.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of our

spending measure as an objective indicator of satisfaction in Study 3.

First, participants could only spend a maximum of US$0.15, and

second, this would not go directly to a product but rather a bid that

could win a product. While our measure is consistent with current

practice in leading marketing journals (e.g., Crow et al., 2019; Fuchs

et al., 2015; Mathmann & Chylinski, 2021), it is important for future

researchers to creatively extend the ecological validity of spending

measures and replicate our findings.
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