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Abstract  

Transitioning towards environmental sustainability is now a critical pathway to a 

positive global future. As part of this, the work of individual change agents who lead and 

champion green agendas and initiatives in organisations is critical to maximising the impact 

of the corporate sustainability movement. These individuals can be categorised as 

“sustainability change agents”, which includes managers, professionals and consultants who 

either take on or are assigned the responsibility of influencing and implementing 

sustainability outcomes in organisations (Egri & Herman, 2000; Robertson & Barling, 2013; 

Taylor, Cocklin & Brown, 2012). A concerning trend, however, is the potential for these 

change agents to experience negative emotions like frustration and anger as a result of 

challenges and roadblocks encountered in their work, with detrimental impacts on their 

ability to communicate sustainability agendas and influence green outcomes (Andersson & 

Bateman, 2000; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). To date, literature has focused primarily on the 

events and situations that cause change agents to experience emotion, and less on how such 

emotions might be managed (Fineman & Sturdy, 1999). In this thesis, I argue that emotion 

generation and emotion regulation theories are an essential consideration in how 

sustainability change agents navigate their complex work environments to successfully sell 

and implement green agendas and initiatives, and ultimately influence sustainability 

outcomes. Emotion generation and emotion regulation are both well-studied phenomena in 

the field of organisational behaviour, and explain the different mechanisms through which 

individuals are triggered to feel emotion (see Affective Events Theory - Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996) and how they manage the experience and expression of their emotions 

through cognitive reappraisal, suppression and expression (see the process model of emotion 

regulation theory - Gross, 1998). Both have subsequent impacts on the personal and 

professional outcomes of individuals (Lawrence, Troth, Jordan & Collins, 2011). However, 
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these two theories have not been examined in the field of corporate sustainability to date or in 

the context of sustainability professionals.  

 

The aim of my program of research is to understand how sustainability change agents 

use emotion regulation to maximise their ability to influence environmental outcomes in 

organisations. To address this aim, I use a blended framework of Affective Events Theory 

(Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) and emotion regulation theory (Gross, 1998), and propose the 

following research questions: 

RQ1: What events and situations cause sustainability change agents to experience 

strong positive and negative emotion when promoting sustainability initiatives? 

RQ2: How do sustainability change agents regulate emotion when promoting 

sustainability initiatives?  

RQ3: What organisational and individual factors impact the strategies that 

sustainability change agents use to regulate emotion when promoting sustainability 

initiatives? 

RQ4: Which emotion regulation strategies enhance the performance of sustainability 

change agents when promoting sustainability initiatives? 

I present the rationale and development of these research questions in Chapter 1, which 

is followed by a review of relevant literature in Chapter 2. To answer my research questions, 

I develop a multi method program of research, including one qualitative study and one 

quantitative study, conducted with a sample of sustainability change agents. In Study 1, 

presented in Chapter 3, I conducted in-depth interviews with 20 sustainability change agents 

to capture rich insights from their emotional experiences in the role. The results from Study 1 

confirm that sustainability change agents are indeed faced with complex and contested 

organisational conditions in which they work, which induce a broad spectrum of emotions, 
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and further reveal the positive and negative impacts this has on their job performance and 

personal wellbeing. Drawing on the findings of the qualitative study, I then outline a new 

theoretical model in Chapter 4 that promotes emotion regulation as a construct for 

understanding how sustainability change agents manage the experience and display of their 

emotions in their work (Dieffendorff, Richard & Yang, 2008; Gross, 1998) with respect to 

the outcomes of performance (Côté & Morgan, 2002) and burnout (Zhao, Li & Shields, 

2019).  

In Study 2, presented in Chapter 5, I draw on my model to develop hypotheses and 

conduct a quantitative study using a split administration survey method, again with a sample 

of sustainability change agents. Here I seek to identify which emotion regulation strategies 

lead to better performance and wellbeing outcomes for sustainability change agents, 

specifically in relation to the discrete emotions of passion and frustration (found to be 

especially salient in Study 1). I also consider how emotional intelligence (Côté, Moon & 

Miners, 2008) and organisational display rules around sustainability (Andersson & Bateman, 

2000; Dieffendorff & Richard, 2003) influence this process. In this study, I focus on the 

situational form of emotion regulation, which allows for examination of emotion regulation 

strategies in relation to specific events and emotions (Brans, Koval, Verduyn, Lim, & 

Kuppens, 2013; Gross & John, 2003). The results from Study 2 show that when sustainability 

change agents suppress their passion for the role, they are likely to have higher job 

performance, however this simultaneously increases the likelihood of personal burnout. 

Interestingly, sustainability change agents higher in emotional intelligence were less likely to 

suppress their feelings of passion, and more likely to express them, which may protect 

against the effect of burnout also observed.   

The participants in my program of research have demonstrated that committed, 

motivated professionals are striving to make positive advances in the shift towards 
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sustainability in organisations. However, committed individuals alone are insufficient to 

generate significant progress toward this goal given the complexities and challenges 

associated with championing sustainability agendas in organisations. My thesis offers a 

deeper and more nuanced understanding of the varying emotions change agents experience 

and display to successfully influence green outcomes.  

In terms of theoretical contribution, my research and proposed theoretical model 

advance our understanding of the construct of emotion regulation and its underlying 

strategies as an important consideration for sustainability change agents. From a practical 

perspective, my program of research provides insights into how sustainability professionals 

might be able to better manage the emotionality of their work to enhance their ability to 

influence sustainability outcomes and preserve their personal wellbeing. My findings may 

also inform organisations and managers about how to better support change agents in their 

challenging roles through professional development that builds personal and professional 

resilience. Organisations may also consider developing cultural norms that accept and 

encourage green practices through clear policy, top management buy-in and cultural change. 

With sustainability change agents being at the front line of the organisational response to 

sustainability, researchers and practitioners in the field need to ensure these professionals feel 

supported to maintain their commitment and develop their resilience to withstand the 

challenges and emotions faced in their role, and in turn, support the viability of the corporate 

sustainability movement.  
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Chapter introduction 

As society contends with the realities of climate change, diminishing natural resources 

and biodiversity loss (IPCC, 2014; IPCC, 2019; WWF, 2014), “sustainability” has been 

identified as a way to contain current human impact on the natural environment 

(IUCN/UNEP/WWF, 1991). Sustainability is the function of interconnected economic, 

ecological, political and social systems that ensure the future existence of people and nature 

(IUCN/UNEP/WWF, 1991). Indeed, the need to shift towards sustainability is on the global 

agenda as a critical priority to be addressed. The business sector is awakening to its 

responsibilities in this shift, with corporations and institutions now responding by engaging 

with initiatives like corporate sustainability, corporate social responsibility and creating 

sustainable enterprises (Banerjee, 2002; Snider, Hill, & Martin, 2003). Individual change 

agents who promote the sustainability agenda in organisations are critical in determining how 

organisations manage their environmental and social impact (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; 

Portugal & Yukl, 1994; Robertson & Barling, 2013; Rossi, Brown & Baas, 2000). These 

individuals can be categorised as “sustainability change agents”, which includes managers, 

professionals and consultants who either take on or are assigned the responsibility of 

influencing and implementing sustainability outcomes in organisations (Egri & Herman, 

2000; Robertson & Barling, 2013; Taylor, Cocklin & Brown, 2012). 

The key activities of these sustainability change agents are to influence and implement 

sustainability outcomes, which can range from implementing initiatives to reduce 

environmental impact, to shifting cultural norms of the organisation toward sustainability 

practices and values (Benn, Dunphy & Griffiths, 2014). However, as organisations 

increasingly engage with corporate sustainability to deal with a gamut of sustainability 

challenges (Banerjee, 2002; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010), change agents are operating 
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within varied contexts and complexities, which can pose challenges in their work (Andersson 

& Bateman, 2000; Egri & Herman, 2000; Hoffman, 2003). For example, a change agent 

implementing a greening initiative in a business where sustainability issues are marginalised 

may have to deal with difficult conditions of economic rationalism and constant pressure of 

value for money and cost effectiveness. Successful sustainability change agents are able to 

navigate such a landscape to influence individuals and processes at both the interpersonal and 

organisational levels to achieve green outcomes (Benn et al., 2014; Van Marrewijk, 2003). 

In light of the complex navigation required of sustainability change agents to fulfil their 

professional goals, Wright and Nyberg (2012) argue that championing green issues and 

action is emotional work. Indeed, research indicates the experience and expression of 

emotions by sustainability change agents has a strong role to play in the success of their 

efforts to influence change (Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). For example, 

emotion can be an effective tool for creating inspiration and aspiration around behaviour 

change. However, further empirical and anecdotal evidence, suggests that sustainability 

change agents often experience negative emotions in their efforts to influence change, which 

can in turn diminish the effectiveness of their work (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman, 

1996; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright & Nyberg, 2012; Wright, Nyberg & Grant, 2012). In 

these studies, negative emotional experiences have been attributed to the strong values held 

by these change agents (for example, caring for the environment and social justice, and the 

desire to make a positive difference) (Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright & Nyberg, 2012), and 

the complexity within which their work can be set (for example, global issues like climate 

change, resistance to change from the organisation and other employees, and variations in the 

green agenda and culture of the organisation) (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman, 1996; 

Fineman & Sturdy, 1999). These observations of a trend toward negative emotions 

experienced by change agents, and in turn diminished impact, is concerning given the critical 
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role of sustainability change agents in progressing green agendas and outcomes in 

organisations (Portugal & Yukl, 1994; Roberston & Barling, 2013).  

In prior work, scholars have pointed to emotion management as necessary for 

sustainability change agents to moderate the range of tensions and unmet expectations that 

can accompany their work, so as to sustain championing behaviours and generate successful 

sustainability outcomes (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & 

Nyberg, 2012). In organisational behaviour literature, such a process is thought of as emotion 

regulation, whereby individuals modify their emotions in response to emotional experiences 

and stressors in the workplace to achieve goals (Gross, 1998; Lawrence, Troth, Jordan & 

Collins, 2011). In this thesis, I argue that emotion regulation is an essential consideration in 

how sustainability change agents navigate their complex work environments to successfully 

sell and implement green agendas and initiatives, and ultimately influence sustainability 

outcomes. A review of the literature reveals the specific relationships and variables 

associated with the phenomenon of emotion regulation (for example, affective events, 

emotions, workplace behaviours) have not been explored theoretically or empirically in any 

research on sustainability change agents to date (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996; Gross, 1998; 

Lawrence et al., 2011). Thus, a significant research opportunity exists to gain a greater 

understanding of the distinct pathways through which sustainability change agents use 

emotion regulation in their work, particularly in how they express emotion in their 

communications around the need for greening organisational operations and the associated 

initiatives.  

In my thesis, I outline a program of research to understand how sustainability change 

agents use emotion regulation to maximise their ability to influence environmental outcomes 

in organisations. To achieve this aim, I develop a series of research questions and a 

theoretical model to examine how sustainability change agents utilise a process of emotion 
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regulation to moderate their experience and expression of emotion in relation to their 

attempts to influence environmental outcomes. I include emotion regulation (Gross, 1998; 

Lawrence et al., 2011) as a key variable in the model, as it describes how individuals process, 

as well as modify emotional information, to adapt to different scenarios. I use this construct 

to better understand how sustainability change agents use emotional regulation strategies to 

achieve their aims. I also situate this within the broad emotion framework, Affective Events 

Theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1998), which explains how emotions are generated for 

individuals. The model, therefore, considers how sustainability change agents use emotional 

regulation to cope with emotions that arise from the challenges and complexity of their work 

to maintain their efforts towards achieving positive environmental change in organisations. I 

also outline two studies (one qualitative and one quantitative) that will be conducted to 

address the research questions and test relationships within the model.  

1.2 Research questions 

The overall aim of my research is to more deeply understand the process of emotion 

regulation in sustainability change agents’ ability to influence green outcomes. I propose four 

questions to guide my program of research. The first research question I develop seeks to 

understand the type of events that cause sustainability change agents to have strong emotional 

reactions as they work to influence green outcomes. Research into the occupational 

experience of sustainability change agents reveals examples of such events and situations 

(see for example, Hoffman, 2003; Sonenshein, DeCelles & Dutton, 2014; Visser & Crane, 

2010; Wright et al., 2012). Emotional experiences can range from mild tension and 

frustration around values dissonance to severe stress where these individuals will leave the 

organisation (Hoffman; 2003; Wright et al., 2012). For example, Wright et al. (2012) note 

that when the organisation fails to support their work, change agents become frustrated and 

burnt out. In addition, Visser and Crane (2010), describe how sustainability professionals 
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often consider leaving the organisation due to feeling demoralised from continual lack of 

uptake of their initiatives. Negative emotions (for example, frustration and anger) were 

particularly prevalent in these studies, with detrimental consequences to their ability to 

influence change (Hoffman, 2003; Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et 

al., 2012). However, while mentioned as a feature of their experience, the implications of 

these emotions are not examined or tested directly in these studies. So, while these studies 

provide some preliminary tangential evidence that sustainability professionals often struggle 

with negative emotions at work, there is limited empirical work that classifies the type of 

events and the emotions that are generated. 

At the same time, sustainability professionals may experience a variety of positive 

emotions at work in response to particular events or conditions. For instance, researchers 

examining Positive Organisational Psychology (POS) have found that trigger events often 

lead individuals to use positive emotions to persevere through and find positive meaning in 

stressful events (Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004). More information is needed to gain a greater 

understanding of the range of emotions sustainability change agents’ experience, and the 

conditions and events that trigger such emotions. Therefore, my first research question is: 

RQ1: What events and situations cause sustainability change agents to experience 

strong positive and negative emotion when promoting sustainability initiatives? 

Of further interest, is how sustainability change agents use emotion regulation in 

response to these positive and negative emotions as a strategy to be more effective in their 

work to influence sustainability outcomes in their organisations. Indeed, several studies point 

to the need for sustainability change agents to manage emotions associated with their work in 

order to successfully enact championing behaviours, implement sustainability initiatives and 

influence change (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & Nyberg, 

2012). Such suggestions, so far, have been limited to observations of their behaviours in 
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response to their feelings. That is, no underpinning theoretical frameworks, such as emotion 

regulation (Gross, 1998; Lawrence et al., 2011) have been applied in research to date into the 

emotional experience of change agents to understand the process of mechanisms behinds 

such observations. I therefore propose my second research question: 

RQ2: How do sustainability change agents regulate emotion when promoting 

sustainability initiatives?  

The work of sustainability change agents takes place in fast-changing, ambiguous and 

complex contexts (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Benn et al., 2014; Egri & Herman, 2000). I 

argue that the contexts within which sustainability change agents work have an impact on 

their emotional reactions to events and situations, and subsequently how these individuals 

influence and implement sustainability outcomes. The extant literature points to the 

organisational climate as having a particular influence on the work of sustainability change 

agents (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Benn et al., 2014; Egri & Herman, 2000; Sharma, 

2000). For example, research suggests the sustainability-orientation of the organisational 

climate shapes the sustainability goals of the organisation, and how employees understand, 

accept and enact corporate sustainability (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Linnenluecke & 

Griffiths, 2010; Ramus & Steger, 2000; Sharma, 2000). On this basis, I argue that the level of 

organisational support for sustainability will inform the emotional display rules on 

sustainability. However, such factors have not been accounted for in any theoretical models 

of emotion regulation. Individual differences are also likely to have an effect on how 

sustainability change agents experience emotion at work, for example, personality, emotional 

intelligence and resilience (Waugh, Fredrickson & Taylor, 2008; Tugade & Fredrickson, 

2004). My aim is to extend our understanding of the effects of contextual and individual 

factors on sustainability change agents ability to deal with the emotional aspects of their jobs. 

I therefore propose my third research question:  
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RQ3: What organisational and individual factors impact the strategies that 

sustainability change agents use to regulate emotion when promoting sustainability 

initiatives? 

To date, emotion regulation frameworks have examined relationships between emotion 

regulation processes and a number of work-related outcomes in general settings (for example, 

organisational attitudes and job performance) (Lawrence et al., 2011). Such frameworks may 

also be applied to the context of sustainability change agent roles in organisations, given that 

influencing change is emotional work (Hoffman, 2003; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright & 

Nyberg, 2012), and the emerging idea that emotion management is necessary in order to be 

successful in roles that deal with change (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman & Sturdy, 

1999). Indeed, performance outcomes for sustainability change agents can be tied directly to 

their ability to influence change within organisations (Andersson & Bateman, 2000).  To 

date, however, a review of the literature suggests that the use of emotion regulation as a 

factor in the ability to influence change has not been broadly explored (Lawrence et al., 

2011). Indeed, although research has hinted that sustainability change agents who actively 

engage in emotion regulation are more likely to be successful in their efforts to influence 

green outcomes in organisations (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Wright & Nyberg, 2012), this 

relationship is also yet to be examined more broadly in the change agent literature. In my 

thesis, I therefore propose to examine how emotion regulation processes can be used by 

sustainability change agents to increase their influence and success in creating green 

outcomes in organisations. This leads to my final research question: 

RQ4: Which emotion regulation strategies enhance the performance of sustainability 

change agents when promoting sustainability initiatives? 
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1.3 Philosophical foundations 

Answering questions in social research is founded in understanding human behaviour 

through empirical studies (Punch, 2005). Depending on the research questions being asked, a 

number of different philosophical paradigms (for example, positivism, constructivism, 

pragmatism) establish a range of positions on what is knowledge and reality (ontology) and 

how that knowledge can be gained (epistemology) (Creswell, 2003). These paradigms then 

inform which methodological pathway is the most appropriate to conduct the research. The 

initial research questions I pose in the field of sustainability seek to understand in depth the 

complex emotional processes involved in being a sustainability change agent. According to 

Punch (2005), these types of research questions would suit an exploratory, qualitative study. 

However, the findings of this initial research would be enhanced in my program of research 

by statistical testing to create a more generalised picture of the issue of emotions and 

variability associated with the sustainability change agent role and potentially allow the 

findings to be generalised to the broader field of corporate sustainability. This approach is 

characteristic of a quantitative study (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Creswell and Clark (2011) 

argue an approach that uses multiple methods is ideal in such cases where the research 

purpose demands increased comprehension as well as statistical testing and generalisation in 

a previously unexplored area. Indeed, while I develop a theoretical model and propositions 

based on the literature to answer the research questions, there may be additional variables and 

theories that are appropriate for this research which are yet to be included in the model. 

Therefore, the program of research I propose is based on pragmatism, that is, the 

philosophical foundations relate to the design required to answer the research questions 

(Creswell & Clark, 2011). To inform the design of the studies, I use the world view of the 

positivist paradigm. This paradigm is explained in more detail below as relates to my 

research. 
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1.3.1 Positivist 

The postpositivist paradigm rests on the assumption of cause and effect, which can be 

understood by testing a discrete set of ideas such as variables and hypotheses. This paradigm 

can be applied to both qualitative and quantitative methods of research. Epistemologically, 

positivist qualitative research focuses on searching for, through non-statistical means, 

regularities and causal relationships between different elements of the reality, and 

summarising identified patterns into generalised findings. Therefore, to answer RQ1, RQ2 

and RQ3 in Study 1, I propose a qualitative, positivist approach to guide the research method 

and data collection to understand the contextual experiences of sustainability change agents 

in their life and work to answer these research questions. The epistemological view of 

quantitative positivism argues that distance and impartiality are necessary conditions to 

understand how specific knowledge is created or understood. Ontologically, postpositivist 

philosophy views knowledge as a singular reality that is understood through testing for the 

falsification of hypotheses (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This objective view lends itself to 

quantitative, deductive methods such as experiments and the rejection or failure to reject 

hypotheses (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Given my research seeks to extend the understanding 

of which emotion regulation strategies sustainability change agents use to influence green 

outcomes, a quantitative aspect is required, and this approach will be used in Study 2 and will 

assist me in answering RQ2 and RQ4. 

1.4 Contribution to theory and practice  

My program of research makes a theoretical contribution to our understanding of how 

change agents may use emotion regulation (Lawrence et al., 2011) to achieve their goals. I 

make this contribution by examining the antecedents, mechanisms and outcomes of emotion 

regulation and the ability of an individual to use emotions to influence change within the 

broader guiding theoretical framework of Affective Events Theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 
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1996). Specifically, in this thesis, I develop, justify and test a new theoretical model to 

understand variables and relationships associated with how change agents experience and 

express emotions (the process of emotion regulation) in relation to their work context and 

their efforts to successfully influence change in the context of corporate sustainability. I 

develop a model showing how the ability of sustainability change agents to regulate positive 

and negative emotions, particularly with consideration of their personal and professional 

contexts, contributes to their success in influencing green outcomes in organisations. Indeed, 

my research on sustainability change agents’ experiences with influencing change may 

inform us about the capacities necessary for the success of change agents more generally. 

In terms of a contribution to practice, the model I offer positions emotion regulation as 

a factor that sustainability change agents can potentially use to increase their ability to 

influence sustainability outcomes in organisations. This creates an opportunity to improve 

practical outcomes by developing the ability of sustainability change agents to regulate 

emotion. In addition, as organisations increasingly value sustainability outcomes and recruit 

professionals to enact and engage such change (Benn et al., 2014), this model can also be 

used to better understand their experiences at work, including issues of emotion, retention, 

behaviour and performance. Indeed, the role of the sustainability change agent is essential in 

organisations if progress is to be made in corporate sustainability and the environmental 

performance of organisations (Benn et al., 2014; Gallagher, 2006; Van Marrewijk, 2003; 

Visser & Crane, 2010). Given the strong positive relationship between organisational climate 

and successful environmental leadership (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Egri & Herman, 

2000, Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010), it is imperative that managers gain a better 

understanding of the emotions associated with championing sustainability outcomes. This 

may allow managers and organisations to create organisational contexts and governance 
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systems that foster a climate of sustainability, thereby increasing the potential for 

sustainability change agents to experience improved performance outcomes.  

1.5 Thesis outline 

In Chapter 2, I review the literature associated with the sustainability change agent role 

in organisations, and the emotions associated with such work. Chapter 2 also examines the 

literature explaining how sustainability change agents manage their emotions to protect and 

enhance their ability to influence sustainability outcomes in organisations. I then examine 

existing models of emotion regulation to discuss the specific mechanisms through which 

emotion regulation occurs, including the experience and expression of emotion. Factors that 

impact the emotion regulation process are also addressed, for example organisational context 

(level of organisational support for sustainability, organisational display rules around 

sustainability) and emotional intelligence.  

As part of Chapter 2, I identify a general model of emotion regulation based on the 

literature review and apply it to how sustainability change agents regulate emotions to 

influence green outcomes based. I also identify two factors from the literature that may 

account for variance in the emotion regulation process for sustainability change agents, 

including the organisational context in which they work others and their level of emotional 

intelligence. I use this general model and insights from the literature review as a basis for the 

following program of research.  

I propose a pragmatic, multiple method approach to this program of research to answer 

my research questions. In Chapter 3, I outline the first study in this program of research to 

address RQ 1, 2 and 3 to qualitatively establish my research framework and to confirm the 

variables included in the conceptual model. Emerging from this data is a new understanding 

of the importance of certain constructs and relationships in explaining the role of emotion 

regulation in sustainability change agents, including the specific events that cause change 
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agents to experience emotion, the discrete emotions they expereince and the different 

emotion regulation strategies they use. 

In Chapter 4, based on the findings of Study 1, I develop a theoretical model 

accompanied by general propositions for testing in the subsequent quantitative research 

phase. The model suggests that sustainability change agents experience emotional reactions 

to triggers and situations encountered in their work. It also suggests that emotion regulation 

may enable sustainability change agents to become more successful in their work and to 

improve sustainability outcomes in organisations.  

Study 2, presented in Chapter 5, quantitatively tests the relationships within the 

theoretical model with a larger sample of sustainability change agents to answer RQ 2 and 4. 

The methodology for each study is proposed with details of design, sampling, collection, 

measures and analysis within each data chapter (i.e., Chapters 3 and 5). My final chapter, 

Chapter 6, contains a general discussion which links and compares the results across both 

studies to answer the key research questions listed in this chapter. In this final chapter, I also 

provide an overview of contributions to the field in theory and practice, and conclude with a 

discussion of the limitations of my program of research, as well as future research directions. 
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Chapter introduction 

In this Chapter, I present a review of literature relating to the role of emotions and 

emotion regulation in the experience of sustainability change agents.  First, I review literature 

on the corporate sustainability agenda (Benn et al., 2014) to outline the purpose, activities 

and challenges associated with the greening efforts in organisations and broader concept of 

change and change agents in organisations (Higgs & Rowland, 2000). This reveals the role 

and importance of sustainability change agents and the experience of emotion as a key 

feature of the work of promoting sustainability in organisations (Visser & Crane, 2010; 

Wright et al., 2012). I then describe models of emotion and emotion regulation, which help to 

understand how individuals use different strategies to modify their experience and expression 

of emotion to achieve goals (Gross, 1998; Lawrence et al., 2011). Finally, the organisational 

and personal factors that impact the process of emotion regulation at the individual level are 

reviewed. Alongside this, I explore how the constructs of emotion and emotion regulation 

relate to the experience of sustainability change agents. My review of the literature posits 

emotion regulation as an important mechanism in how sustainability change agents manage 

their emotions in their efforts to influence change (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Wright & 

Nyberg, 2012). 

2.2 The sustainability agenda 

Corporate greening and sustainability is an area of strategy and policy that has garnered 

significant attention in organisations over recent years (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; 

Nguyen & Slater, 2010; Schaltegger & Burritt, 2018). This relatively new focus has been in 

response to the recognised environmental impact of business operations, as well as the 

increasingly damaging impact of global climate change (Banerjee, 2002; IPCC, 2014; IPCC, 

2019). As a result, organisations are developing an agenda of responsibility and action around 
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these issues by incorporating initiatives into governance systems that aim to reduce 

environmental impact and shift cultural norms within organisations toward sustainability 

practices and values (Banerjee, 2002; Epstein, 2008; Snider et al., 2003). Within my program 

of research, I refer to the term sustainability as both a process and a goal, with a focus on the 

social, economic and governmental systems and behaviour change processes required to 

achieve socially and ecologically appropriate development and ecological preservation 

(DETNSW, 2009).  

Research on progress toward corporate sustainability has tended to focus on how 

change can be achieved at the organisational level through initiatives like corporate social 

responsibility and improved environmental performance (Banjeree, 2002; Nguyen & Slater, 

2010; Snider et al., 2003). Examples of such initiatives in practice include employee 

incentives for pro-environmental behaviours and emissions reduction in operations. This 

research has predominantly focused on the macro-level strategies, systems, processes and 

policies through which organisations can become more sustainable (Nguyen & Slater, 2010; 

Smith & Langford, 2011; Sharma & Vredenburg, 1998; Snider et al., 2003). For example, 

Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim (2014) describe the policy and governance structures of 

organisations that adopt a sustainability agenda, while Linnenluecke and Griffiths (2010) 

examine the characteristics of a sustainability-oriented organisational culture. However, 

research on these organisational level efforts does not capture the impact of individuals on 

the sustainability agenda. That is, how do people feature in achieving sustainability 

outcomes, what behaviours do they need to adopt and how do they feel about this?  

There has been some research that examines the behaviour and emotions of employees 

when it comes to corporate sustainability (Bansal, 2003; Ramus & Killmer, 2007; Robertson 

& Barling, 2013; Russell & Griffiths, 2008). For example, Robertson and Barling (2013) 

examined how pro-environmental behaviours of individual employees, such as recycling and 
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waste reduction, can contribute to the greening of organisations. Similarly, Young et al. 

(2015), looked at the qualities of behaviour change programs that successfully induced pro-

environmental behaviour change in employees, including environmental awareness, 

performance feedback, financial incentives, management support and training. Regarding the 

emotional aspect, researchers have focussed on both the impact of negative emotions (Russell 

& Griffiths, 2008) and positive emotions (Bissing‐Olson, Iyer, Fielding & Zacher, 2013), 

with some theoretical frameworks emerging to explain the role of emotions in maintaining 

sustainability initiatives (Blomfield, Troth & Jordan, 2016). Indeed, employees are 

increasingly aware of their role in enacting corporate sustainability, supported by those 

within the organisation who are responsible for educating and influencing employees to be 

green.  

Alongside these organisational efforts to engage with environmental and sustainability 

issues, there has been a corresponding increase in the number of people working to manage 

the impact of organisational operations on the natural environment and society (Hatfield-

Dodds, Schandl, Doss & Turner, 2008; Renner, Sweeney, & Kubit, 2008). Many 

organisations are now recruiting professionals with the specific purpose of influencing green 

outcomes, for example sustainability managers and sustainability consultants (Gallagher, 

2006; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et al., 2012). These are the individual champions, 

leaders and change agents who drive corporate sustainability initiatives through their efforts 

to influence and deliver sustainability outcomes. 

2.3 Change agents for the sustainability agenda 

Individuals with the responsibility of effecting sustainability outcomes in organisations 

are described in the literature as an ‘environmental professional’ (Hatfield-Dodds et al., 

2008), ‘environmental leader’ (Egri & Herman, 2000; Portugal & Yukl, 1994; Robertson & 

Barling, 2013), ‘sustainability professional’ (Willard et al., 2010) and ‘green collar worker’ 
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(Ehmcke, Philipson & Kold-Christensen, 2009). These roles can involve actions such as 

influencing a shift in the ethics, attitudes, and behaviours of individuals to improve 

environmental performance (for example, implement an office greening program to reduce 

emissions) and building social capital within the organisation (for example, education and 

developing networks to foster a culture of sustainability) (Andersson &Bateman, 2000; Benn 

et al., 2014; Van Marrewijk, 2003). Thomas, Sandri and Hegarty (2010, p.98) highlight the 

importance of such roles, stating, “as we reengineer our social arrangements for carbon 

pollution reduction, many of these professionals will be in the front line of the response and 

the challenge.” For my program of research, reference to “sustainability change agents” 

includes managers, professionals and consultants who either take on or are assigned the 

responsibility of influencing and implementing sustainability outcomes in organisations (Egri 

& Herman, 2000; Robertson & Barling, 2013; Taylor, Cocklin & Brown, 2012). 

I acknowledge there is a large body of literature that considers organisational change 

and change agents more broadly. This research shows that successful change in organisations 

is often associated with that change being championed by someone in that organisation 

(Higgs & Rowland, 2000; Howell, 2005). Often this champion is the CEO or member of the 

senior executive of an organisation. Other research examines the role of individual change 

agents in influencing organisational change (Howell, 2005). These are the professionals who 

facilitate change processes as well as enable and empower teams and employees to modify 

practices and behaviour (Higgs & Rowland, 2000). Within this literature, a substantial 

amount of research has been dedicated to investigating the effectiveness of change agents 

(Chrusciel, 2008; Groves, 2006; Nikolaou, Gouras, Vakola, & Bourantas, 2007) and the traits 

and competencies required of change agents, including self-efficacy, personal resilience, 

conflict and negotiation skills (Battilana, Gilmartin, Sengul, Pache & Alexander, 2010; Higgs 

& Rowland, 2000; Nikolauo, Gouras, Vakola & Bourantas, 2007).  
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While it is likely there will be an overlap between literatures on change agents in 

organisations more broadly and change agents in the specific context of sustainability, for the 

purpose of this research, I focus only on the context of sustainability change agents. I note, in 

particular, that sustainability change agents can face a unique set of circumstances that are 

not as pertinent for other change agents. Specifically, advocating change for sustainability 

and the required changes in behaviours means engaging in a broader societal debate in which 

most individuals have firm opinions about their existing support for environmental change 

(e.g. climate change, biodiversity loss). As a sustainability change agent, therefore, you are 

not only dealing with day to day organisational change issues, but also the pre-existing 

beliefs employees may have around the entire movement. As a result, advocating for 

sustainability may bring additional cognitive and emotional challenges beyond those 

experienced by a typical organisational change agent. This underlines the importance of 

understanding the specific skills, behaviours, values, challenges and emotions associated with 

the sustainability change agent role (Knight & Paterson, 2018). My research allows me to 

fully explore the nuance of this role and the impact of emotion regulation, as is the purpose of 

this program of research. 

The majority of research on sustainability change agents has centred on what defines 

the role in terms of knowledge, skills and responsibilities (eg. policy and legislation 

knowledge and green technology skills) (DETNSW, 2009; Wiek, Withycombe, & Redman, 

2011). Other research has been undertaken to understand the behaviours that sustainability 

change agents use to successfully influence change in organisations, including influencing 

behaviours (e.g. rational persuasion, inspiration, pressure) (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; 

Egri & Herman, 2000), and communication and issue selling (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; 

Roberston & Barling, 2013; Sonenshein et al., 2014). Visser and Crane (2010) and Kashima, 

Paladino and Margetts (2014) argue that in addition to the skills and responsibilities of 
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sustainability change agents, their identity, values and contexts should also be considered. A 

comprehensive study by Egri and Herman (2000) into the values, leadership styles and 

contexts of environmental leaders identified a number of significant trends. In line with 

others, they propose sustainability change agents are strongly concerned about environmental 

and social justice issues, and have a desire to contribute to positive outcomes across these 

domains (Egri & Herman, 2000; Hoffman, 2003; Shrivastava, 1994). Put another way, 

sustainability change agents are motivated in this profession by their “green hearts”.  

Investigation into the experience of sustainability change agents also reveals that 

influencing sustainability outcomes in organisations can be challenging and contested 

(Knight & Paterson, 2018; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et al., 2012). Interpersonal and 

intrapersonal roadblocks to success include dealing with consistent resistance to change from 

other employees and the organisation, as well as reconciling their own sustainability 

ideologies and values within their organisational context (Hoffman, 2003; Visser & Crane, 

2010; Wright et al., 2012). As a result of these pressures around their work, many 

sustainability change agents experience negative emotions, leading to stress and burnout, 

which is both detrimental to their wellbeing and their ability to influence change (Sonenshein 

et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010). Far less common are reports of sustainability change 

agents experiencing positive emotions in their work (Wright & Nyberg, 2012). The types of 

negative and positive emotions and what elicits these different emotional experiences for 

sustainability change agents are discussed further in Section 2.4 below. 

Consideration of emotion has had limited application in the specific context of 

sustainability change agents. In my thesis, I therefore examine how sustainability change 

agents manage challenges in their role, and their emotions (both positive and negative), in 

their efforts to create positive environmental change. The focus for my thesis is on change 

agent emotion because of the importance of individual change agents in progressing the 
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organisational sustainability agenda (Benn et al., 2014) and the need for further research on 

the emotions of sustainability change agents in the organisational context to support their 

success and performance. I now look more broadly at research on emotions and emotion 

regulation in the workplace and how these constructs relate to sustainability change agents. 

2.4 Emotions in the workplace 

Emotions are a common part of individuals’ experiences at work and can surface as a 

result of events in organisational life (Ashkanasy, 2003). Indeed, theory and research on 

emotions in the workplace holds that work events influence an individual’s emotions, which 

in turn shape their behaviour at work in relation to outcomes such as job performance and 

satisfaction (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996; Elfenbein, 2007). Ashkanasy’s (2003) multi-level 

model of affect shows that most emotional phenomena occur at more than one level in 

organisations. He argues that research on emotion can be classified across five levels 

including within person, between persons (individual differences), interpersonal interactions, 

groups and the organisation. My program of research focuses on emotions at the individual 

difference level (between persons level). Focussing at this level allows examination of the 

research questions outlined in Chapter 1, which relate to the different emotional reactions 

experienced by individual sustainability change agents.  

Research on emotions revolves around three broad constructs: emotions, mood and 

affect. Emotions are responses to specific stimuli and so are object-oriented and are generally 

high in intensity although quite short-lasting (Frijda, 1993). Emotions are specific to an 

object or cause, with the experience of an emotion attached to being ‘about’, ‘at’ or ‘of’ 

something (Frijda, 1993). Finally, emotions are characterised by physiological changes in the 

body, including body temperature, heart and breathing rates (Frijda, 1993). While the 

layperson might identify many different emotions, each with its own unique experience, 

researchers have attempted to classify and categorise emotions into broad families of emotion 
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(Ekman, 1992). In contrast to emotion, mood is a more general and longer-lasting experience 

and does not relate to the occurrence of a specific incident. Finally, affect is a fairly stable 

trait or disposition measured by its valence, that is, whether it is positive or negative in nature 

(Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988).  

Weiss and Cropanazano’s (1996) Affective Events Theory (AET) examines and 

explains these emotion laden experiences at work. Importantly, events take on affective 

significance when they generate an emotional reaction or change in mood for an individual. 

According to AET, emotions are critically important to how employees handle workplace 

situations and the decisions they make at work. Further research has built on this original 

model to determine there is a relationship between employees' internal influences (such as 

emotions) and their reactions to incidents that happen during their workday that affect their 

performance, job commitment, and long-term job satisfaction (Fisher & Ashkanasy, 2000).  

This extension of the original theory developed by Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) explains 

that there are both positive and negative occurrences during the workday (hassles and uplifts) 

that can affect an employee's emotions and job satisfaction (Fisher & Ashkanasy, 2000). As 

these positive and negative affective events accumulate over time, they can lead to positive 

and negative states in employees that in turn, result in different attitudes and behavioural 

responses (Dasborough, 2006). Overall, positive and negative situations at work create long-

term emotional responses that can impact on individual job outcomes (Kafetsios & 

Zampetakis, 2008). 

Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) make an important distinction in developing AET noting 

that emotions can be assessed using two dimensions, valence and arousal, which conforms to 

the circumplex model of emotions (Larsen & Diener, 1992; Russell, 1980). Valence refers to 

the hedonic orientation of emotion (i.e., positive or negative), while arousal refers to the 

strength or intensity of the emotional experience as felt by the individual. All emotions can 
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thus be classified as a combination of valence and arousal. For example, anger and fear are 

high arousal negative emotions, while contentment and confidence are low arousal positive 

emotions.  Similarly, irritation and concern are low arousal negative emotions, while joy and 

enthusiasm are high arousal positive emotions. 

Emotions that arise from organisational events can influence the behaviours and 

attitudes of individuals in the organisation (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). These affective 

experiences determine different behavioural pathways for the individual. There are 

behaviours that are driven by the immediate feeling held by the individual (affect-driven 

behaviour) and behaviours that are based on judgements informed by stable attitudes of the 

individual (judgement-driven behaviour) (Weiss & Cropanazano, 1996). Weiss and Beal 

(2005) go on to clarify these different behaviours further, finding that emotion behaviour is 

consistent with the affective reaction to the work event, whereas judgement-driven behaviour 

results from the individual’s attitudes to their job and organisation as developed over time.  

From this link between affect and behaviour, research that supports AET theory 

predicts a number of relationships. First, affect is directly related to commitment, that is, 

positive affective responses develop affective commitment to the organisation and negative 

affective responses diminish affective commitment (Fisher, 2002). Second, affect and 

achievement at work are related (Staw, Sutton & Pelled, 1994). Job performance is related to 

both affective (daily emotions and mood at work) and cognitive processes (evaluation of job 

characteristics, role conflict) (Fisher, 2002; Staw et al., 1994; Weiss & Beal, 2005). That is, 

positive affective responses, positive evaluation of job characteristics and minimal role 

conflict for an individual at work, relate to higher performance and achievement in their role. 

While for negative affective responses, the more workers experienced negative emotions in 

response to stressors, the more they became disengaged and, in turn, enacted 

counterproductive work behaviours (Fida et al., 2015; Penney & Spector, 2005). 
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In keeping with the theoretical developments in management literature around the 

affective domain of organisational behaviour (Ashkanasy, 2003), research has extended to 

consider the role of emotions in understanding pro-environmental behaviour in organisations 

(Bissing‐Olson et al., 2013; Russell & Griffiths, 2008; Russell & Friedrich, 2015). Indeed, 

both positive and negative emotions about environmental issues have been shown to have an 

important role in explaining and predicting pro-environmental behaviour in the workplace 

(Bissing-Olsen et al., 2013; Fineman, 1996; Russell & Friedrich, 2015). For example, 

Bissing-Olsen et al. (2013) found that the more employees felt calm, relaxed and content on a 

daily basis, the more they carried out their required work tasks in environmentally-friendly 

ways. Additionally, Russell and Ashkanasy (2010) found when employees were exposed to 

messaging that aroused strong negative emotions (e.g., anger), it was likely to provoke pro-

environmental behaviour by employees. Looking at attitudes to corporate sustainability more 

generally, Andersson, Giacalone and Jurkiewicz (2007) found employees with stronger hope 

and gratitude have a greater sense of responsibility toward environmental and societal issues. 

Given the relationship between trigger events and emotion described earlier (Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996; Elfenbein, 2007), it follows that sustainability change agents may 

experience emotions in response to events in the workplace. Indeed, their work is often set 

within challenging and contested conditions (for example, resistance to change from the 

organisation and other employees; variations in the green agenda and culture of the 

organisation) as they implement and influence sustainability programs and initiatives within 

organisations (Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et al., 2012). This is 

compounded by key values and motivations of caring for the environment and wanting to 

make a difference typically held by individuals in these roles (Egri & Herman, 2000; 

Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010). That is, for example, a sustainability change 

agent may experience a heightened emotional reaction to a trigger event if they have a deep 
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personal commitment to caring for the environment. Research evidence supports that 

sustainability change agents do experience strong negative emotions (for example, frustration 

and anger) in response to events and conditions faced in their work (Hoffman, 2003; 

Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). I now review 

literature pertaining to the events and conditions that cause emotions for sustainability change 

agents.    

To date, studies have referred mainly to the negative emotional experiences of 

sustainability change agents in response to triggers or situations (Hoffman, 2003; Sonenshein 

et al., 2014; Wright & Nyberg, 2012; Visser & Crane, 2010). In Visser and Crane’s (2010) 

study, for example, sustainability professionals faced continual resistance to the change they 

were attempting to influence, leading to stress about the lack of difference they were making, 

which resulted in minimised work output, and in some cases, individuals left their job 

altogether. Sonenshein et al. (2014), while not explicitly focussing on the relationship 

between burnout and performance, identified professionals’ performance became limited 

under conditions of resistance to change, identified above as a potential antecedent to 

negative emotions. Similarly, Hoffman (2003) describes emotional experiences of change 

agents that range from mild tension to severe stress which contributes to them leaving the 

organisation. Wright and Nyberg (2012) also observed positive emotions in their study of 

sustainability professionals, with these change agents describing excitement about working 

in-line with their passionate care for the environment, extreme pride in seeing the uptake of 

their green initiatives, and finally, hope from building relationships with like-minded others 

to form a coalition around environmental initiatives and issues in the workplace. 

These examples give an insight into the range of occupational and emotional 

experiences sustainability change agents have in their efforts to influence change in 

organisations. Such research also highlights that negative emotions are particularly common, 
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with detrimental consequences to the wellbeing and influence capacity of sustainability 

change agents (Hoffman, 2003; Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et al., 

2012). While less studied, positive emotions are also shown to have a role in the occupational 

experience of sustainability change agents (Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Emotions of 

sustainability change agents are therefore important considerations in understanding success 

in the role. However, evidence of emotions in sustainability change agents to date has had 

limited attention and typically appears as incidental reflections rather than the focus of the 

study. For example, while Wright et al. (2012, p.1460) note that “individuals become 

demoralised and burn out within organisations that fail to support their change initiatives”, 

the aim of that study was to examine identity within sustainability professionals, not 

emotions. There is a need, therefore, to understand more deeply the trigger events and 

emotional experiences of these change agents.  

2.5 Emotion regulation in the workplace 

Another concept that has been reported as important in the link between emotion and 

behaviours at work is emotion regulation (Gross, 1998). Emotion regulation is a complex 

construct that incorporates a number of sub-constructs and is explained by a number of 

different theories incorporating a range of different variables. A recent review of emotion 

regulation in the workplace (Troth, Lawrence, Jordan & Ashkanasy, 2018) suggests that 

emotional regulation can be activated at the intrapersonal level (within person differences) 

and at the interpersonal level as dyadic interactions. At the individual (intrapersonal) level, an 

employee is using strategies to regulate their own emotional experiences and expressions 

(Gross, 1998). At the dyadic (interpersonal) level, the focus is on the emotion regulation of 

others, where an employee uses strategies to regulate the emotional experiences and 

expressions of others or uses others to regulate own emotions (Troth et al., 2018).  
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As the focus in my research is on the individual differences of how sustainability 

change agents react to events, in this literature review I focus on emotion regulation as an 

individual level phenomenon. As a basic definition, emotion regulation at the individual level 

is the modification of emotions in response to emotional experiences and stressors and during 

interpersonal interactions in the workplace (Gross, 1998; Lawrence et al., 2011). On this 

basis emotion regulation affects both the initial experience of emotion and subsequent 

emotional responses. Emotion regulation explains how effectively and appropriately 

individuals play up, downplay or sustain their emotional experience (via the use of emotion 

regulation strategies). The regulation of emotion is frequently activated according to 

interpersonal interactions, the quality of relationships, interpersonal job requirements and 

cultural display norms. Lawrence et al. (2011, p. 211) highlight the importance of emotional 

regulation, stating that “displays of emotion convey substantial information about 

individuals’ goals, needs, interests, intentions, and boundaries in social interactions, and as a 

result, displays of emotion effectively coordinate these interpersonal encounters”.  

An issue with defining emotion regulation in this way is that there are a range of 

possible strategies that can be employed to achieve a desired regulation of emotion (Ashforth 

& Humphrey, 1993; Gross, 1998; Gross, 1998b; Grandey, 2000; Lawrence et al., 2011). One 

of the ways in which emotion regulation strategies have been organised is by the point in 

time in which they occur during the emotion regulation process (that is, during the initial 

experience or the subsequent response) (Gross, 1998; Gross 1998b). Gross (1998b) classifies 

these as antecedent focussed strategies, response focussed strategies and expression 

modulation strategies. This is because the experience of an emotion is not instantaneous, but 

instead relates to how the emotion is first experienced and then expressed. Further 

explanation on this topic is provided below.  
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To explain and establish emotion regulation as a relevant construct for my program of 

research, I follow the emotion generation model developed by Weiss & Cropanzano (1996), 

as described in Section 2.4 above, and the emotion regulation process model developed by 

Gross (1998). This model was later consolidated by Lawrence et al. (2011) for the work 

context and has been studied in a range of empirical research (for reviews, see Aldao, Nolen-

Hoeksema & Schweizer, 2010; Gross, 1998b; Webb, Miles & Sheeran, 2012). The key 

features of the model are summarised below in Figure 2.1. It shows that emotion regulation is 

a sequential process of the experience of emotion, followed by expression of emotion, which 

in turn determines a behavioural outcome. The process of emotion regulation also involves 

different strategies of emotion regulation. Therefore, for emotional reactions experienced in 

response to a particular event or situation, individuals can manage their emotions through 

emotion regulation strategies in order to modify their behaviour to resolve that situation.  

 

 

Figure 2.1: General model of emotion regulation (Adapted from Gross, 1998, 
Lawrence et al., 2011 and Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) 

Researchers have found that regulating emotion at the individual level is linked to 

positive outcomes including better quality communication, physiological health and 

wellbeing, and work performance (for reviews, see Grandey & Diefendorff, 2013; Lawrence 

et al., 2011; Webb et al., 2012). However, when individuals genuinely express certain 
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emotions, this can lead to negative outcomes. For example, managers displaying explosive 

anger as a management tool have been found to devalue and demotivate staff, and to decrease 

the work performance of the individual expressing emotion (Fitness, 2000; Callister, Geddes 

& Gibson 2017). However, other studies have shown factors such as work context or industry 

can influence whether emotion regulation and specifically emotional suppression (often 

considered to have negative outcomes) is a useful strategy. For example, Lindebaum and 

Fielden (2011) found individuals who enacted anger in a construction project management 

setting were able to ensure the progress of the project through negotiations with other parties 

and onsite operations. Similarly, Lindebaum, Jordan and Morris (2016) found army officers 

who displayed occasional excessive anger were seen as good leaders. Furthermore, research 

indicates that expressing unregulated emotion (for example, an emotional outburst) reduces 

the ability of individuals to make a connection to others (Yang & Mossholder, 2004). As an 

example, the business setting can demand emotional restraint, with excessive displays of 

emotion or strong emotion seen as inappropriate and ineffective (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1991). I 

now examine some of the nuance and complexity of the emotion regulation model.  

2.5.1 Emotion regulation strategies 

There are two main theories that are used to describe emotion regulation – the Gross 

Process Model (Gross, 1998) and Emotional Labour (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; 

Hochschild, 1979). While both consider ways in which emotions are managed by individuals, 

each takes a different approach to describing this process. 

2.5.1.1 Gross Process Model 

Emotion regulation theory suggests a number of pathways through which individuals 

experience and express their emotional reaction to a trigger event or situational cue. The 

categories of strategies used most commonly in research include: antecedent-focussed 

strategies, response-focussed strategies and expression modulation strategies (Gross, 1998; 
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Lawrence et al., 2011). First are the antecedent-focussed strategies, which are used prior to 

the expression of emotion, including situation selection, situation modification, attentional 

deployment and cognitive change strategies. These are ways to change or not experience the 

expected emotion and they occur before a discrete emotion has been fully experienced. Such 

strategies are enacted during emotion generation, but before a full blown emotional response 

occurs (Gross, 2008). A range of strategies exist including situation selection, in which 

individuals either avoid or approach a place, person, or other potential cue to regulate their 

emotional response. An alternate strategy is situation modification whereby an individual 

alters elements within the situation to increase or decrease the likelihood of eliciting an 

emotional response. Because the factors that contribute to an emotional response differ, an 

individual might alternatively engage attentional deployment by choosing to focus (or not) on 

a particular aspect of a situation to change the emotional impact. The last of the antecedent-

focused strategies is cognitive change, in which an individual consciously changes their 

thoughts to alter the specific meaning of a situation to alter its emotional impact.  

Second, are the response-focussed strategies, which are enacted once a discrete 

emotion has been fully experienced. Once an individual has experienced an emotion, they can 

choose to intensify, maintain or suppress that emotion expression or display in order to 

intensify, maintain or suppress the experiential and physiological components of the emotion 

(Gross, 2002; 2015). The regulation strategy used to modify the experience of emotion is 

selected according to the goals of the individual (Lawrence et al., 2011, Webb et al., 2012). 

That is, individuals appraise the experienced emotion in terms of their goals and decide how 

they will continue to experience the emotion according to what is appropriate to achieve that 

goal.  

For the third category, the focus moves to the subsequent expression of emotion (as 

opposed to the experience of emotion) as expression modulation strategies (Lawrence et 
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al., 2011). Empirical evidence shows that authentic expression is a distinct dimension from 

deep and surface acting, with unique effects on performance (Diefendorff, Croyle, & 

Gosserand, 2005; Hülsheger, Lang, Schewe, & Zijlstra, 2015). Expression is similar to deep 

acting, in that it involves the authentic display or expression of desired emotions (Grandey & 

Melloy, 2017). However, in contrast to deep acting, this form of emotion regulation captures 

the spontaneous experience and expression of naturally felt emotions and does not involve 

conscious ‘acting’ (Diefendorff et al., 2005). While expression does not comprise deliberate 

efforts to change emotions, scholars maintain it remains a form of emotion regulation 

(Mikolajczak, Tran, Brotheridge, & Gross, 2009) because it encapsulates changes (i.e., 

increases or decreases in intensity) to the emotion being expressed (Hülsheger et al., 2015), 

albeit without deliberate effort or control. 

Essentially, emotion regulation as conceptualised by Gross (1998) is a process through 

which individuals can deal with and manage their emotions to influence behavioural 

outcomes. There is another area that researchers have examined using the notion of emotion 

regulation - emotional labour. 

2.5.1.2 Emotional Labour 

The concept of emotional restraint is a key element of the emotional labour literature 

(Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Hochschild, 1979; Morris & Feldman, 1996). Emotional 

labour is a specific type of emotion regulation, in which organisational display rules create 

norms of appropriate emotional expression (that is, the organisation mandates which 

emotions are expressed at work). I discuss the role of emotion display rules in greater detail 

below. Usually, researchers who use an emotional labour framework for their research study 

emotion regulation as deep and surface acting (Bono & Vey, 2005; Diefendorff et al., 2005; 

Grandey, 2000). Deep acting is an effortful process through which employees control and 

change their internal feelings to align with organisational expectations. Surface acting, 
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however, is when a person fakes or hides their emotion to meet certain social or work rules, 

which can appear less genuine. Linking emotional labour to emotion regulation, Grandey 

(2000) aligns the concept of deep acting to cognitive reappraisal (antecedent focused 

strategy), while surface corresponds to acting to suppression (response focussed strategy).  

The key to understanding emotional labour is the concept of display rules (Diefendorff 

et al., 2005).  Essentially display rules are established norms of emotional behaviour required 

by the organisation or the group.  For instance, in customer service settings, this may be a 

display rule of smiling or expressing positive emotion (see Hochschild, 1979).  Display rules 

generally govern the emotional display required of individuals at work and may restrict the 

genuinely felt emotions (e.g., frustration) they feel at work. 

In such cases where restraint of emotions is required, individuals can recruit emotion 

regulation strategies to modify the expression of emotion to be more in line with what would 

be appropriate to achieve their goals (see also Geddes & Callister, 2007; Schaubroeck & 

Jones, 2007). It is important to note, however, that continual efforts to suppress emotions can 

be problematic (Lawrence et al., 2011). Individuals have a limited capacity for effortful self-

control, with the suppression of intense negative emotions leading to increased stress, and 

decreased social functioning and wellbeing (Gross, 2002).  

2.5.2 Outcomes of emotion regulation 

Outcomes of effective emotion regulation include variations in psychological health 

(Glomb & Tews, 2004; Gross & Muñoz, 1995; Schutte, Manes & Malouff, 2009), social 

functioning (Lopes, Salovey, Côté, Beers & Petty, 2005), as well as job satisfaction, retention 

and performance (Côté & Morgan, 2002; Gross & Muñoz, 1995). That is, the ability to 

regulate emotions, and how emotions are regulated, has implications across many aspects of 

how individuals function in the workplace. For example, Lopes et al. (2005) argue that how 

people regulate emotion has an impact on their relationships, with positive emotional displays 
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linked to positive relationships, while negative emotional displays can harm relationships and 

drive people away. In contrast, some forms of emotion regulation have positive effects on 

both wellbeing and job performance. Côté and Morgan (2002) found that amplifying positive 

emotions is linked to higher job satisfaction. While Humphrey, Ashforth & Diefendorff 

(2015) found employees who used the emotion regulation strategy of authentic expression 

seemed more genuine and as a result, were more effective in their communication and 

leadership. Gross and John’s (2003) work shows cognitive reappraisal, overall, tends to be 

linked to better health outcomes than suppression strategies. Indeed, as Lawrence et al. (2011, 

p.216) state, individuals who can competently regulate emotion “are able to strategically 

choose and effectively utilise emotion regulation strategies in reflective, logically consistent, 

and adaptive ways”.  

Based on the emotion regulation research explored above, a dominant emotion 

regulation framework has emerged that uses a clearly defined process model, containing a 

range of emotion regulation strategies (Gross, 1998; Lawrence et al., 2011). This model has 

been used as a foundation for understanding emotion regulation in a work setting, with the 

majority of empirical work focussing on the mechanisms of emotion regulation strategies and 

the resulting job satisfaction and health outcomes. Therefore, for the purpose of this research, 

I follow the Gross process model. There is, however, little existing literature that considers 

emotion regulation in relation to the unique process that sustainability change agents 

experience or employ as part of their efforts to influence change, 

2.6 Emotion regulation in sustainability change agents 

Considering now sustainability change agents, research shows individuals in this role 

can experience complex internal negotiations to fulfil their job requirements and maintain 

their sense of self, which can result in a range of emotional experiences (Sonenshein et al., 

2014; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et al., 2012). In addition to the experience of emotion, 
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observations have been made that sustainability change agents vary the emotions they 

express and display to successfully influence green outcomes (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; 

Fan & Zeitsma, 2017; Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Although emotion 

regulation theory (Lawrence et al., 2011) has not yet served as a basis for research on the 

emotions of sustainability change agents, there are some findings within the sustainability 

literature that can potentially be explained by this theory.  

An early study from Fineman and Sturdy (1999) investigated the work behaviours of 

environmental regulatory inspectors. They found that the regulators would restrain or temper 

their emotions around environmental issues in order to be taken seriously and implement 

their regulation requirements (Fineman & Sturdy, 1999). In addition, Wright and Nyberg 

(2012) conducted a study on emotions involved with the work of corporate sustainability 

specialists. Indeed, this was the only study encountered in my review of the literature that 

solely and explicitly focussed on the emotional experience of sustainability change agents. 

The study gathered documentary data from Australian corporations across resources, 

manufacturing, finance and retail industries to provide insight into sustainability practices in 

the organisation and how such initiatives were communicated to stakeholders. This showed 

nearly all the firms studied publicly accepted the urgency of responding to climate change 

and outlined their commitment to sustainability practices, including for example, energy 

efficiency programs, green products and services, and emissions reporting.  In addition, semi-

structured interviews were conducted with 36 sustainability managers and consultants from 

different companies in Australia. The researchers found these professionals felt strong 

positive and negative emotions with respect to their work activities, including passion, hope 

and fear. Again, the change agents had to modify or suppress their emotions to avoid being 

seen as overly emotional or passionate in their work (Wright & Nyberg, 2012).  
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Such findings resonate with the notion of “tempered radicalism”, where change agents 

in organisations moderate their approaches advocating change to successfully navigate 

contradictory circumstances (Meyerson, 2001). These are individuals who identify with and 

are committed to their organisations, and are also committed to a cause, community, or 

ideology that is fundamentally different from, and possibly at odds with the dominant culture 

of their organisation.  As a result, these individuals must sometimes navigate and balance the 

tension between personal and professional identities at odds with one another as they work to 

create change on the causes and issues to which they are committed. 

In light of the literature discussed above, it is clear that change agents use emotion 

regulation in their work, particularly in managing their own emotions. Indeed, the studies 

discussed provide support for using emotion regulation as a theory to increase understanding 

of the emotional experience of sustainability change agents. A review of the literature reveals 

the construct of emotion regulation per se (Lawrence et al., 2011) has not been used to 

investigate the experiences of sustainability change agents and specifically their ability to 

influence change within organisations (Andersson & Bateman, 2000).  Indeed, there seems to 

be a dearth of research examining the role of individuals who influence change as an outcome 

of emotion regulation (Lawrence et al., 2011). In particular, the relationship between emotion 

regulation and the ability of sustainability change agents to successfully influence green 

outcomes has not been explored. 

2.7 Factors that impact emotion regulation in individuals 

Emotion generation and emotion regulation does not occur in isolation from an 

individual’s surroundings and circumstances, or in the same way for everyone (Gross, 1998; 

Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Additionally, Ashkanasy’s multi-level model (2003) of 

emotions at work shows that most emotional phenomena occur at more than one level in 

organisations (within-person, between-person, interpersonal, team and organisational level). 
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In the following sections, I discuss factors that impact individual emotion and emotion 

regulation and examine literature in the context of sustainability change agents.  

2.7.1 Organisational factors that influence emotion regulation in individuals  

The organisational context has been shown to contribute to both the events that trigger 

emotional experiences for individuals as well as the climate within which emotion is 

expressed. Research investigating the effect of organisational factors on emotion regulation 

has focussed mainly on how an individual’s emotion is regulated in response to 

organisational stressors (for example, work overload and organisational change) 

(Dieffendorff, Richard & Yang, 2008; Gross, 1998), and organisational norms around the 

display of emotion through the emotional labour literature (Gibson, Schweitzer, Callister & 

Gray, 2009; Glomb, 2002). Emotional labour theory (Hochschild, 1979) contends that 

emotions need to be managed at an organisational level in a workplace environment and 

often this is done through two processes, informal social norms that have been established 

and more formal organisational display rules that state how employees should enact emotions 

in specific ways at work. For example, in a hospitality setting, wait staff may be required to 

always provide service with a smile. These organisational display rules are defined as cultural 

rules and etiquette within an organisation for how, when, and where to express, or not 

express, certain emotions (Brotheridge & Grandey 2002; Hochschild 1983). Emotional 

display rules thus set the boundaries for appropriate emotional expression by individuals at 

work.  As described previously, emotional display rules result in individuals conforming to 

established emotional expectations by either surface acting (faking emotion) or deep acting 

(genuinely feeling that emotion). 

Applying this to the process of emotion regulation, if anger is experienced as a result of 

a work stressor, and that anger is authentically expressed, it can lead to the outcome of 

decreased job satisfaction (Glomb, 2002). On the other hand, expression of controlled 
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negative emotions in stressful conditions has been shown to have positive outcomes such as 

increased motivation to achieve goals, on the proviso that such a display fits within the norms 

of the organisational context (Geddes & Callister, 2007; Gibson et al., 2009). The role of 

emotional display rules are to establish boundaries around what intensity of emotion is 

acceptable in that organisation. That is, if anger is managed and expressed through venting in 

a way that does not disrupt organisational norms, it can motivate the individual to overcome 

challenges to complete tasks and achieve goals (Geddes & Callister, 2007).  On the other 

hand, the uncontrolled expression of anger at work may cross the impropriety threshold 

(violate display rules) and be detrimental towards achieving goals (Geddes & Callister, 

2007).    

2.7.1.1 Level of organisational support for sustainability and the influence on emotion 

display rules 

In the context of sustainability, there are a number of factors that can inform the 

emotion display rules that sustainability change agents would be subject to in organisations. 

Such factors include legislation, stakeholder pressures, economic opportunity, ethical motives 

and corporate values (Bansal & Roth, 2000). Indeed, research suggests the sustainability-

orientation of the organisational agenda shapes the sustainability goals of the organisation, 

and how employees understand, accept and enact corporate sustainability (Andersson & 

Bateman, 2000; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; Ramus & Steger, 2000; Sharma, 2000). 

Rudimentary actions encouraging corporate sustainability focus on regulatory compliance 

and incremental change. However, Benn et al. (2014) argue a more progressive stance on 

corporate sustainability is necessary. They encourage a move beyond compliance to a shift in 

values, ethics and governance, with the goal of organisational transformation. Such variations 

in strategies to achieve sustainability can dictate whether an organisation is receptive or 

“warm” to greening activities initiated by sustainability change agents (Egri & Herman, 
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2000; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; Ramus & Steger, 2000). For example, Egri and 

Herman (2000) found that the presence of environmental policy was a signal for 

encouragement and acceptance of green activities within the organisation. This in turn can 

influence the norms around how the display of different types of emotion would be received 

when implementing change initiatives.  

As shown above, governance systems and work cultures can determine formal and 

informal expectations around the emotions employees can display at work (Diefendorff & 

Greguras, 2009; Rafaeli & Sutton, 1991). These emotional display rules thus set the 

boundaries for appropriate emotional expression by individuals. Research by Fineman (1996) 

found that emotions about environmental issues could be displayed freely in organisations 

with higher support for sustainability. For instance, if the organisation has a strong 

sustainability agenda, displays of more intense emotions (e.g., passion, outrage) to implement 

sustainability initiatives may be well received (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Ramus & 

Steger, 2000) and seen as an indication of the commitment of individuals supporting 

sustainability initiatives. Conversely, Fineman (1996) also found that emotions had to be 

restrained or withheld by change agents in conditions were there was low support for 

sustainability. For example, in a bureaucratic and market focused organisation where a 

sustainability agenda may be marginalised in favour of other goals, the change agent may 

experience greater competitive pressures around their efforts to influence sustainability 

outcomes (for example, rationalizing the initiative in economic terms) (Hoffman; 2003). In 

such a context, it may not be appropriate for a sustainability change agent to display intense 

emotions in their communications about sustainability. Thus, it may be that suppression of 

positive and negative emotion will be greater in this latter scenario.  

These examples suggest that varying emotional display rules around sustainability 

issues can be linked to different levels of organisational support for sustainability, and in turn 
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how individual change agents regulate emotion. Variation in the sustainability orientation of 

an organisation is thus an important consideration in terms of how change agents experience 

and express emotion. That is, organisational support for sustainability may influence the 

emotion display rules in an organisation when it comes to individuals advocating 

sustainability issues.  

2.7.2 Individual differences 

As with any research at an individual level, it is also important to consider how 

individual differences shape behaviour and emotion. With respect to emotion regulation, 

personality (Fotaki, Bohm, & Hassard, 2010; John & Gross, 2004) and emotional intelligence 

(Côté, Miners & Moon, 2006) have been shown to be important intrapersonal capacities and 

characteristics, as they affect how individuals manage emotion.  A broadly accepted 

definition of personality is a “set of psychological traits and mechanisms within the 

individual that are organised and relatively enduring” (Larsen & Buss, 2005, p. 4). 

Personality has been shown to have a role in how individuals respond to events and 

experiences that can influence emotions and behaviour, as personality can predispose people 

to experience certain moods and emotions (John & Gross, 2004). This also relates to the 

general affective disposition of individuals, that is, where some individuals naturally have 

more negative or positive affective dispositions that others (Calkins, 1994). While there is a 

volume of research on the relationship between personality and emotion regulation (Connor-

Smith & Flachsbart, 2007) and affective disposition and emotion regulation (Joseph & 

Newman, 2010), my research focusses on the emotional experiences of sustainability change 

agents (see Research Questions, Chapter 1). On this basis, emotional intelligence stands out 

as being salient in my research due to its strong predictive role in emotion regulation (Peña-

Sarrionandia, Mikolajczak, & Gross, 2015).  Therefore, in this program of research, I focus 
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on emotional intelligence, which is a critical individual difference factor that has a significant 

impact on employee’s ability to regulate emotions. 

2.7.2.1 Emotional intelligence 

Mayer and Salovey (1997) define emotional intelligence as the ability of an individual 

to accurately perceive emotion, facilitate emotion through expression, understand emotion 

and emotional knowledge, and manage emotion. Research suggests that individuals with high 

levels of emotional intelligence feel more secure in their jobs (Jordan, Ashkanasy & Hartel, 

2002), experience greater career success (Poon, 2004) and are better at adapting to stressful 

events (Slaski & Cartwright, 2002) than those with low emotional intelligence. However, 

there is an extensive body of literature and debate surrounding the conceptualisation and 

operationalisation of emotional intelligence (see, for example, Antonakis, Ashkanasy & 

Dasborough, 2009; O'Boyle, Humphrey, Pollack, Hawver & Story, 2011; Walter, Cole & 

Humphrey, 2011). In summary, the most broadly accepted academic conceptualisation of 

emotional intelligence is the Mayer and Salovey ability model (see Daus & Ashkanasy, 2005; 

Jordan et al., 2002), which involves four ‘branches’: (1) ability to perceive emotion; (2) 

ability to use emotions to facilitate thought; (3) emotional knowledge; and (4) ability to 

manage emotion. It is not the purpose of this research to add further conceptualisation or 

engage in the debate of emotional intelligence, rather to frame emotional intelligence as a key 

construct within the emotion regulation process within the sustainability change agent 

context.  

Emotional intelligence is an important construct in terms of emotion regulation as it 

reflects an individual’s ability to detect and manage emotional cues and information 

(Lawrence et al., 2011). Mayer and Salovey (1997) argue that it is the branches of emotional 

knowledge (3) and emotional self-management (4) from above that influence an individual’s 

awareness and effectiveness of which emotion regulation strategy they choose. That is, an 
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individual’s emotional intelligence influences the process of emotion regulation. In a review 

of the relationship between emotional intelligence and emotion regulation, Peña-Sarrionandia 

et al. (2015) identified two key findings. First, individuals with high emotional intelligence 

have the awareness and ability to shape their emotions from the earliest possible point in the 

emotion regulation process and have many strategies at their disposal. Second, individuals 

with high emotional intelligence can regulate their emotions flexibly in order to produce 

discrete emotional experiences and emotional displays that, in turn, help them to achieve their 

goals in a given context. 

Finally, it is important to distinguish emotional intelligence from emotion regulation. 

Emotional intelligence is the ability to appraise and manage emotions (Mayer & Salovey, 

1997), whereas as emotion regulation is the process of appraising and managing emotions 

(Lawrence et al., 2011). This highlights the added value of using emotional intelligence as an 

individual difference variable, as it relates directly to the process of emotion regulation. 

Indeed, Troth et al. (2018) call for the integration of emotional intelligence and emotion 

regulation into a coherent process, as it provides a theoretically robust foundation for future 

research and avoids confusion between the emotional management branch conceptualised by 

Mayer and Salovey (1997) and emotion regulation. 

As shown above, emotional intelligence has a direct connection to how individuals 

manage the process of experiencing, expressing and regulating emotion in response to trigger 

events (Barrett & Gross, 2001; Cote et al., 2006; Lawrence et al., 2011). Emotional 

intelligence (the ability) can be applied to the challenging conditions that can be experienced 

by sustainability change agents in their work, and the emotional regulation (the process) that 

is required to influence sustainability outcomes. This has potential implications for 

sustainability change agents, with emotion regulation factoring in how they influence change 

(Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Emotional intelligence is therefore a relevant consideration in how 
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sustainability change agents use emotion regulation in their work. However, there is very 

little literature that explores this for sustainability change agents.  

2.8 Gaps in the literature  

Research described in this literature review discusses the emotional nature of 

sustainability change agency in organisations (Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright & Nyberg, 

2012), and establishes a link between emotion regulation and the ability of sustainability 

change agents to influence change (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; 

Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Indeed, one broad conclusion from my literature review is that 

regulation of emotion triggered by affective events is necessary for sustainability change 

agents to be successful in their role. This linkage is predominantly inferred from empirical 

evidence captured within broader studies of the organisational experience of sustainability 

change agents which do not specifically focus on the theoretical construct of emotion 

regulation (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). To date, my review of the 

literature has found no theorising or testing of the specific relationship between the process of 

emotion regulation and the success of sustainability change agents in their efforts to achieve 

sustainability objectives in organisations. In summary, I have identified the following gaps in 

the literature and find there is a lack of research on: 

1. The trigger events that cause emotion in sustainability change agents 

2. The discrete emotions that sustainability change agents experience 

3. The role of emotion regulation (including specific emotion regulation strategies) in 

managing these emotions to successfully implement sustainability initiatives and 

change 

The program of research described in my thesis extends literature by examining 

emotion regulation in sustainability change agents. Understanding how emotions are 

experienced and expressed will give a more comprehensive understanding of how 
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sustainability change agents use emotion regulation to lead and influence change within 

organisations. In addition, my review of the organisational research has shown there are 

important organisational and individual factors to consider in understanding the process and 

outcomes of emotion regulation, including the organisational context and how it informs 

display rules around sustainability (Andersson & Bateman, 2000) as well as individual 

differences in emotional intelligence (Lawrence et al., 2011). Extant literature on 

sustainability change agents has only examined these factors using broad conceptualisations 

to suggest how they contribute to the success of sustainability change agents more generally 

(Egri & Herman, 2000; Nye & Hargreaves, 2010; Sharma, 2000), and not in relation to the 

specific emotional experience of change agents and the strategies they use to manage 

emotion. My program of research provides a more fine-grained approach to these factors, 

examining the effect of organisational display rules around sustainability and individual 

differences in emotional intelligence on the emotional experience of sustainability change 

agents.  

2.9 Program of research  

The aim of my program of research is to understand how sustainability change agents 

experience emotion in their work, and use emotion regulation to enhance their ability to 

influence sustainability outcomes. In Chapter 1, I developed the following research questions 

to address this aim: 

RQ1: What events and situations cause sustainability change agents to experience 

strong positive and negative emotion when promoting sustainability initiatives? 

RQ2: How do sustainability change agents regulate emotion when promoting 

sustainability initiatives? 
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RQ3: What organisational and individual factors impact the strategies that 

sustainability change agents use to regulate emotion when promoting sustainability 

initiatives? 

RQ4: Which emotion regulation strategies enhance the performance of sustainability 

change agents when promoting sustainability initiatives? 

To answer these Research Questions, I conduct two studies using multiple methods. 

Study 1 is a qualitative study to confirm and justify the constructs, variables and theories 

associated with the experiences of sustainability change agents with events in the workplace, 

emotions and their ability to influence green outcomes which addresses RQ 1, 2 and 3. Study 

2 involves a quantitative study to test a theoretical model of emotion regulation and change 

agent performance to answer RQ2 and RQ4. The next chapter reports on Study 1.
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CHAPTER 3:  STUDY 1 - A qualitative study of emotion regulation in sustainability 
change agents 

3.1 Chapter introduction 

This chapter presents the first study in a multiple methods program of research. In my 

first study, I use a qualitative methodology using in-depth interviews to explore the 

experience of sustainability change agents with regard to the emotions they experience, and 

the emotion regulation strategies they use to either up-play, down-play or maintain these 

emotions. First, I outline the aims and research questions to be examined in this study and 

outline my methodology to undertake this study. I then outline the data collection process, 

describe how the interview participants were selected and explain how the interviews were 

conducted. To report on the analysis, I describe the coding of interview transcripts to 

thematically analyse the interview data. Emerging from the data is a new understanding of 

the importance of specific constructs and their relationships in explaining the role of emotion 

regulation in sustainability change agents in achieving success in their endeavours (for 

example, the different strategies of emotion regulation that change agents use and the 

outcome of change agent burnout).  From this study, my intention is to develop a theoretical 

model (Chapter 4) that I test in my quantitative research study (Chapter 5, Study 2).  

3.2 Background and preliminary model 

The overall aim of my program of research is to understand how sustainability change 

agents experience emotion in their work, how they use emotion regulation strategies to 

manage the experience and expression of their emotions, and to examine subsequent 

sustainability and personal outcomes. In Chapter 1, I presented a series of four research 

questions to address this aim. To provide a framework for answering these research 

questions, I derived a range of constructs and variables from the literature to understand the 

role of emotions and emotion regulation in the work life of sustainability change agents, as 
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presented in Chapter 2. The review of literature presented in Chapter 2 highlighted the need 

for consideration of emotion and emotion regulation in the experience of sustainability 

change agents due to the highly emotional nature of their work (Visser & Crane, 2010; 

Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Yet, I also identified there is a lack of research that specifically 

examines how the process of emotion regulation is enacted for sustainability change agents in 

light of the emotionality of their role. Specifically, there is limited empirical work on the 

trigger events that cause emotion in sustainability change agents, the discrete emotions that 

sustainability change agents experience and the role of emotion regulation in managing these 

emotions to influence change. Understanding how emotions are experienced and expressed 

will give a more comprehensive understanding of how sustainability change agents use 

emotion regulation to lead and influence change within organisations.  

To achieve this aim, I conducted Study 1 to provide an initial examination of the 

emotional experience of sustainability change agents in order to understand the nuance and 

complexity of the working lives and emotions of sustainability change agents. This relates to 

the first three research questions outlined in Chapter 1: 

RQ1: What events and situations cause sustainability change agents to experience 

strong positive and negative emotion when promoting sustainability initiatives? 

RQ2: How do sustainability change agents regulate emotion when promoting 

sustainability initiatives? 

RQ3: What organisational and individual factors impact the strategies that 

sustainability change agents use to regulate emotion when promoting sustainability 

initiatives? 

To provide a basis for understanding emotion regulation for sustainability change 

agents in Study 1, I draw on the general model of emotion regulation which was outlined in 

my literature review in Chapter 2 (See Figure 2.1).  
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While this general model provides an important starting point for understanding 

emotion regulation in sustainability change agents, it has two limitations. First, there is 

insufficient empirical data to accept that such a model would apply to the experiences of 

sustainability change agents. Few past studies have systematically collected data grounded in 

emotion regulation theory and constructs to describe the process of emotion regulation for 

sustainability change agents. Second, the model relies on general concepts and is not fully 

explained to capture the nuance of the sustainability change agent experience including 

discrete emotions and the different types of emotion regulation strategies that are used. 

Therefore, to understand the constructs and relationships of emotion regulation for 

sustainability change agents, further exploration of the events, contexts and outcomes of the 

emotion regulation process is required. This is important for gaining deeper insight into the 

emotional experience of sustainability change agents, who, if they are successful in their 

objective of influencing green outcomes in organisations, benefit sustainability in society. 

This also provides insights into what helps or hinders emotion-driven action and success of 

sustainability change agents. Eventually, this may inform corporate sustainability 

stakeholders about the best ways to support and manage sustainability change agents.  

3.3 Method  

Emotion regulation in sustainability change agents is an emerging area of research in 

which we require a greater depth of understanding. Study of this topic is therefore suited to 

qualitative research methods, which will allow for confirming and refining the constructs, 

variables and process flows and the development of a theoretical model. As such, Study 1 

uses in-depth interviews with sustainability change agents to gain this depth of insight. To 

develop theory that is empirically grounded, an inductive methodology is appropriate (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967). Within inductive methodologies, there are two main streams – grounded 

theory and analytic induction.   
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The aim of grounded theory is to discover theory through methodical gathering and 

analysis of data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). As researchers review the data collected, repeated 

ideas, concepts or elements become apparent, and are tagged with codes, which have been 

extracted from the data. As more data is collected, and re-reviewed, codes can be grouped 

into concepts, and then into categories. These categories may become the basis for new 

theory. However, it is difficult to conduct “true” grounded theory research as researchers 

struggle to separate themselves from data construction and interpretation (Corbin & Strauss, 

1990, Suddaby, 2006). That is, there will always be some preconception on a phenomenon 

and its relationships based on an understanding of existing theories and literature, as well as 

the researcher’s own perceptions and bias.  

Analytic induction describes the process of creating an analytic schema and then 

applying it to an empirical problem. Analytic induction requires researchers begin with 

numerous observations of a particular phenomenon (which may be gathered through 

literature review and data collection), then through processes of coding, researchers establish 

patterns (and their exceptions) in order to draw general conclusions (Manning, 1982; Pascale, 

2011). The traditional method of analytic induction was intended to deduce causal 

explanations and universal generalisations by isolating the essential characteristics of a 

phenomenon (Znaniecki, 1934). Contemporary analytic induction has expanded this 

definition to refer to the systematic examination of similarities within and across cases to 

develop concepts, ideas, or theories. Contemporary qualitative researchers more commonly 

consider the strength of analytic induction to be its ability to provide a rich understanding of 

complex social context, rather than its ability to explain the causality of events (Pascale, 

2011). In contrast to grounded theory methodology, analytic induction allows for 

consideration and inclusion of existing theories as well as the development of new constructs 

and insights.  
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For Study 1, I have selected analytic induction as a process for collecting and analysing 

my data, as it allows for consideration and inclusion of existing theories as well as the 

development of new constructs and insights (Manning, 1982). In particular, Weiss and 

Cropanzano’s (1996) Affective Events Theory and Gross’ Emotion Regulation Theory 

(1998) serve as a basis for understanding that emotions arise from organisational events and 

can influence the behaviours and attitudes of individuals in the organisation. However, 

further clarity and classification around the types of events that elicit emotional reactions 

(and the type of emotions) for sustainability change agents is required.  

To collect data in an area that is under researched, analytic induction allows the 

freedom to understand the phenomenon more deeply. To this end, in-depth interviews were 

determined as the most appropriate data collection process for Study 1, as they give the 

researcher freedom to frame questions as well as granting greater freedom to participants in 

how they articulate their answers (Fontana & Frey, 2005). Indeed, interviews are commonly 

used to create a purposeful conversation between the researcher and participant to elicit 

information and expressions about their feelings, beliefs, and attitudes relevant to the 

research (Gray, 2004; Fontana & Frey, 2005; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). The aim of these 

interviews was to develop themes and constructs through data analysis from a rich base of 

participant experiences (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The following sections detail the 

justification and process for the interview procedure, participant sampling and interview 

protocol. 

3.3.1 Sampling 

The sampling strategy used for this study was purposive sampling with a theoretical 

lens, which is a recommended sampling approach for analytic induction (Palinkas et al, 

2015), and is widely used in qualitative research for the identification and selection of 

information-rich cases related to the phenomenon of interest. In this type of purposive 
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sampling, participants are selected to highlight theoretical issues based on characteristics of a 

population and the objective of the study (Creswell, 2003; Teddlie & Yu, 2007). The focal 

population for this study is sustainability change agents. According to the definition of a 

sustainability change agent conceptualised in Section 2.3 of the literature review, these are 

professionals (e.g., managers, consultants, technicians) with the responsibility of influencing 

sustainability outcomes within organisations. Therefore, as a decision point in purposive 

sampling, participants in this study were required to have designated sustainability related 

positions within organisations such as corporations, consultancies or non-government 

organisations. They also were required to have the key responsibility of being in a position of 

influencing sustainability outcomes, as opposed to simply working in the field of 

sustainability. 

To identify such positions and organisations, the position titles and role descriptions, 

and public organisational documentation (for example, LinkedIn company websites) were 

examined for evidence of sustainability and/or green practices and prospective participants 

contacted accordingly. I contacted 30 prospective participants. Each received a preliminary 

questionnaire including details about their age, gender, position title, organisational context, 

responsibilities, seniority and experience in the field to identify their suitability for inclusion 

in the study. I then reviewed the screening questionnaires to select the final participants to 

ensure participants fit the population profile. In this review, I identified those responsible for 

influencing sustainability outcomes in their organisation to align with the definition of 

sustainability change agents for the purpose of this research. 20 suitable participants were 

identified in this process. If a prospective participant was not directly responsible for 

influencing change or directly contributing to sustainability outcomes in their organisation, 

they were not selected to participate in this study. 
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Ethical clearance to undertake the studies was obtained from Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee (GU Ref No: EHR/08/15/HREC).  Once participants 

were identified as meeting the criteria for being included in my sample, they received an 

information sheet (Appendix A) explaining the interview process, project intent and advice 

that they can withdraw from the studies at any time without penalty. Participants then 

indicated formal consent via a signed consent form (Appendix B), acknowledging their 

participation and that interviews are recorded and transcribed. All contact with participants 

was through direct communication from the researcher via email or LinkedIn, ensuring 

participant anonymity within their organisation. This process is in line with appropriate 

participant sampling procedures from the literature (Creswell, 2003; Punch, 2005).  

To determine the required number of interviews to be conducted, I drew on established 

recommendations for an appropriate sample size for interview studies (Saunders & 

Townsend, 2016). The initial sample included interviews with twenty participants with the 

aim of reaching theoretical saturation. I then had to establish when saturation was achieved.  

To identify this point in the interview process, I followed Saunders & Townsend’s (2016) 

suggestions of conducting a preliminary analysis of each interview following the conclusion 

of the interview to identify the emerging theories and constructs. Furthermore, theoretical 

saturation depends on having maximum variation in the sample of participants, as well as 

ensuring all participants have meaningful knowledge about the phenomenon of interest and 

are willing and able to share this knowledge in an interview situation (Corbin & Strauss, 

2015). To ensure variation of sustainability change agents’ experiences within the sample, I 

selected participants with years of experience working as sustainability change agents 

ranging from less than 5 years to over 20 years. As professionals with designated roles as 

sustainability change agents, this supported their meaningful knowledge about the topics of 

study such as emotion regulation. The resulting analysis showed that theoretical saturation 
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(i.e. no new themes emerged) was achieved after interview seventeen. I completed a total of 

20 interviews as a final confirmation of saturation. No further participant recruitment was 

undertaken and follow up interviews were not required. Table 3.1 below includes details of 

the sample.  

Table 3.1: List of interview participants 

Participant 
ID 

Gender Age Current Position Years 
working in 
sustainability 

P1 Female 27 Employee in social enterprise 7 
P2 Female 28 Waste and recycling program manager 

for national electronics retailer 
4 

P3 Male 28 Employee in green building construction 
company 

6 

P4 Female 25 Consultant in sustainability and energy 2 
P5 Male 32 Employee in sustainable packaging 

manufacturer 
6 

P6 Female 31 Sustainability consultant with corporate 
sustainability firm 

6.5 

P7 Female 29 Sustainability specialist with local 
government 

5.5 

P8 Female 27 Founder and manager of sustainability-
focussed start-up 

5 

P9 Female 46 Senior Director in Sustainability in global 
services company 

20 

P10 Male 33 Employee in environmental management 
firm 

6 

P11 Female 32 Corporate responsibility coordinator for 
national retailer 

8 

P12 Male 58 President & COO of renewable energy 
company 

6 

P13 Female 37 Sustainability manager for packaging 
manufacturer 

15 

P14 Male 25 Financial consultant for renewable 
energy, sustainability investment firm  

2 

P15 Male 42 Director of environmental sustainability 
for large hospital 

8 

P16 Female 33 Sustainability officer in higher education 8 
P17 Male 42 Sustainability manager (state level) for 

civil construction company 
9 
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P18 Female 32 Consultant in waste and environmental 
services 

6 

P19 Male 36 Sustainability officer in retail company 4 
P20 Female 46 Director of sustainability for building 

materials manufacturer 
17 

 
3.3.2 Procedure 

The study was conducted over a 6-month period. In this timeframe, I identified an 

appropriate sample, screened and recruited participants and conducted twenty interviews. 

These interviews ranged from 30 to 60 minutes (the average time of each interview was 50 

minutes) and took place face to face in a location external to the participants work location, 

such as a reserved interview room at a local library. Such arrangements were made directly 

between the researcher and the participants, with the researcher taking responsibility for 

making the logistical arrangements. This was to create a neutral space for participants to feel 

comfortable in so they can build rapport with the interviewee as required by the qualitative 

nature of the study. Punch (2005) suggests that for studies that require participants to express 

feelings and beliefs, it is important to develop a high level of rapport, trust and credibility 

between the participant and researcher, which can be achieved by conducting interviews face 

to face where possible. Therefore, the study design included the requirement for interviews 

with participants to be conducted face to face.  

All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed and uploaded to NVivo9 (QSR 

International Pty Ltd, 2010). 211 pages of interview transcripts were generated. To ensure 

confidentiality, all data was de-identified by using a participant code. Data has been secured 

both physically by locked storage in an office, and encrypted online file storage. Participant 

data and tracking was managed through Quadrant, a secure data storage and tracking 

platform based online. 

To develop the final interview protocol, I first conducted a pilot interview with two 

participants (for comparison purposes) to confirm that participants understood the concepts 
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and questions meant by the interviewer. I chose the two participants for the pilot interviews 

based on the responses to the pre-interview screening questionnaire (Appendix C), selecting 

one participant with less than 5 years working in sustainability and one participant with 

greater than 5 years working in sustainability. Comparing the interview data for both these 

participants, I determined that both were able to understand the concepts and questions 

presented by the interviewer, thus no changes were made to the interview protocol. As such, 

the two pilot interviews were included in the interview data for this study. The final interview 

protocol (included in Appendix D) was then used to conduct the semi-structured interviews 

with a further eighteen sustainability change agents to collect information about their 

perceptions of events and their emotional experience at work. This method is recommended 

by Hollway and Jefferson (2000) as a way of obtaining rich data to explore concepts and 

aligns with the purpose of this study, to confirm and justify constructs and relationships 

within a phenomenon. To develop rapport with participants, the interview protocol opened 

with general discussion questions to allow the participant to develop a level of comfort with 

the interviewer. In addition, Creswell (2003) suggests that probing and prompting questions 

be included such as “what do you mean by that?”, “can you explain that further?”, and “what 

is an example?” in order to elicit rich descriptions of experiences from participants. This 

probing method was included to account for the rich views and experiences of sustainability 

change agents, with the aim of capturing insights that may currently sit outside extant 

literature.  

3.3.3 Data analysis 

Gray (2004) explains qualitative data analysis as a process of discovery, review and 

reflection. One way of approaching this is through thematic analysis, which can be used to 

identify common patterns within the data in a systematic way, with data coded according to 

the words used and their associated meanings (Creswell, 2003). In this study, the first stage 
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of analysis involved a review of each interview audio-recording to check the accuracy of the 

transcribed text. This allowed the researcher to become familiar with the data and identify 

any initial themes and areas of importance to emerge.  

The interview data were then more deeply explored through a cycle of reflections to 

search for codes, patterns and themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This process involved 

determining a unit of analysis within the data, which in this case was paragraphs within an 

interview transcript. These units of analysis were then coded according to the words and 

meanings of each sentence in that paragraph.  

To complete this analysis process, a codebook consisting of key words and phrases was 

developed, with the codes assigned to each unit of analysis. The codebook was developed by 

drawing from important issues and concepts emerging from the literature review and research 

questions. Table 3.2 below outlines the coding system. The category represents the 

overarching topics addressed through questioning, while the code represents the specific key 

word or phrase to emerge from the unit of analysis. For example, if a participant answered 

“Making a difference is very important to me. I’ve felt like I need to work directly in the 

sector of sustainability and social impact to make a difference.”, the response was coded as 

“desire to make a difference”. In some cases, where a participant described multiple 

influences or meaning, a unit of analysis may have multiple codes associated. These codes 

then form the basis for identifying themes and trends within the data. 
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Table 3.2: Categories and codes applied to interview data 

Category Code 
Type of role Employee 

- Staff 
- Manager 

Consultant 
Motivation for working in corporate 
sustainability 

Desire to make a difference/impact 
Love of nature/connection to nature 
Social justice 
Role of business in social change/business as a 
force for good 

Organisational support for 
sustainability 

High level of support 
Low level of support 
Top management buy-in 

Compatibility of values within 
organisation 

High compatibility 
Low compatibility 

Success in the role 
 

Reducing environmental impact 
Implementing green initiative  
Education/behaviour change 
Moving the needle 

Challenges in the role Resistance to change 
Slow rate of change 
Scepticism 
Stress 
Marginalised  
Fear for future generations 
Balance mission with profit 
Politicised nature of the issues 
Hard to measure impact 

Emotional Experience Emotional rollercoaster 
Draining/exhausting 
Stress 
Burnout 
Enjoy the journey 
Self preservation 

Discrete Emotions Passion 
Enthusiasm 
Anger 
Frustration 
Pride 

Emotion regulation strategies Cognitive reappraisal 
Suppression 
Expression 

 
While this technique has the potential to be biased due to the subjectivity of 

interpretation within the data, this bias was minimised by engaging an independent third-

party researcher to review the data and coding process for inter-rater reliability. Of the 20 
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interviews conducted, five were independently coded by a second coder. Over 90% 

agreement was achieved between the two analyses and the themes identified remained stable. 

This ensured legitimacy of the analysis and to correlate findings (Creswell, 2003). To further 

support reduction of bias in the data analysis, NVivo version 11 was used as a tool to assist 

with sorting and categorising data. NVivo is recommended for data sets requiring thematic 

analysis because it allows for coding to be as rigorous and systematic as possible (Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2011). Following the data collection and analysis procedure outlined above, I 

now report on the findings of Study 1. These findings have been reached as a result of 

summarising analysis codes into patterns and themes to identify a smaller number of 

overarching constructs to emerge from the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

3.4 Findings 

After analysing the data using the coding system above, a range of themes emerged 

around the situations that cause sustainability change agents to experience emotion, the 

strategies sustainability change agents use to regulate emotion, as well as factors that impact 

the strategies that sustainability change agents use to regulate emotion. First, I present 

findings that relate to the motivations that drive people to work in sustainability. While this 

does not relate to a specific research question, it does provide the rationale and underpinnings 

for the emotionality experienced in the sustainability change role. I then present the themes to 

arise from my data analysis, which are arranged to align with a corresponding research 

question. First, are the events and situations that cause sustainability change agents to 

experience emotion. Second, are the emotional regulation strategies that sustainability change 

agents use. Finally, the factors that influence emotional regulation strategies are discussed. I 

then discuss the use of emotion regulation by sustainability change agents as a tactic for 

influencing positive green outcomes in organisations and the importance of displaying 
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emotions appropriately. In addition, I discuss new themes that emerged, including the role of 

discrete emotions and the outcomes of change agent wellbeing and job performance.   

3.4.1 The motivations of sustainability change agents 

Sustainability change agents work in a broad range of settings across a range of roles, 

positions and organisations. Participants in Study 1 reflect this breadth, with change agents 

describing their roles using terms such as sustainability manager, program officer and 

consultant across industries including government, startups, manufacturing and retail. A 

common theme that emerged from the data was around why people pursue a role or career 

path in sustainability. Specifically, the data reveal that the personal values of these 

individuals are a significant driver in their careers. The different motivations identified within 

the interview data include 1) the desire to make a difference, change or positive impact, 2) 

love and care for the environment/nature and 3) concern for social justice. This statement 

from Participant 9 eloquently captures the sentiment that calls sustainability change agents to 

the profession by some core value or higher purpose other than it simply being a job: 

There is definitely something about sustainability professionals in particular, 
there is something that is bigger that is driving us in this field.  It is, I think, a 
little bit unique. We do a lot, we all put in a lot of time and commitment, the 
people are really, highly engaged, but it is because we care.  (P9, Senior 
Sustainability Director, 20 years’ experience) 
 
This statement also reveals these underlying motivations are related to activities 

strongly linked to emotional experiences within the role, through for example, the reference 

to strong engagement and caring. Examining the different motivations for why people take on 

the role of sustainability agent gives an insight into the underlying values and beliefs that can 

heighten their experience of emotion in the role.  
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3.4.1.1 Desire to make a difference 

The first theme to emerge from the data outlined why people pursue a role as a 

sustainability change agent.  Many participants revealed that they are motivated by a desire to 

make a difference in the world.  

Making a difference is very important to me. I’ve felt like I need to work 
directly in the sector of sustainability and social impact to make a difference. 
(P1, Social enterprise employee, 7 years’ experience) 
Being a part of the environmental club opened my eyes to the fact that people 
have a big impact on the environment and I started to realize that I wanted to 
do something to reduce that impact or make it more positive. (P4, 
Sustainability consultant, 2 years’ experience) 
Looking for where I can have an impact has guided my careers.  I have never 
been a traditional person in how I have gone about my career.  I have always 
tried to find places that I can have some sort of higher mission, whether it be 
social or environmental. (P20, Sustainability director, 17 years’ experience) 
My intention was to find work specifically relating to climate change where I 
could feel like everyday I was going to work to do something to help mitigate 
climate change.  (P12, President of renewable energy company, 6 years’ 
experience) 

Some participants went deeper in their reflections on the desire to make a difference, 

connecting this motivation to underlying emotions. The participants demonstrated this by 

referring to feelings like passion, connectedness and pride in relation to their motivation to 

create impact, as shown in the following interview statements.   

I can have my work be aligned around making decisions that have broader 
impacts, then that is what I am passionate about and that is what I want to try 
to do. (P13, Sustainability manager, 15 years’ experience)    
I come to the end of my life someday, I would just like to be able to feel like, 
you did some good things, you made a difference. So it’s not really about 
reputation or larger, some sort of larger stage or anything like that.  It’s all 
about how it just feels to me. (P15, Sustainability director, 8 years’ 
experience)   
There is some motivation that ties back to an emotion, and for me it was 
feeling a sense of community and being part of something bigger.  There is 
only one of me, but there is so many of everyone else in the world and if I can 
find people who feel similar to me, then I know my impact is being magnified. 
(P19, Sustainability officer, 4 years’ experience) 
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3.4.1.2 Love of nature 

Another theme to emerge from the data as a motivating factor for sustainability change 

agents is their love of nature. A number of participants identified their care for the 

environment and enjoyment of the outdoors as reasons for pursuing a career in sustainability.  

The whole reason I am even on this career path is because I care about the 
environment.  I think that the environment matters a lot for peace in society. 
(P2, Program manager, 4 years’ experience) 
 I grew up in the outdoors, exploring the wilderness areas with my parents and 
then later just on my own and with my own friends.  So that has always been 
very core to my lifestyle and my sense of well-being and my values. For me it 
is very much a value-based thing, the protection of outdoor places and 
environmental issues is really important to me personally and wanting to feel 
like I am contributing to that in my professional life. (P11, Corporate 
responsibility coordinator, 8 years’ experience)   
I grew up in a beautiful place, I was always spending time outdoors, I think 
that ethic came, ensuring that we had some sort of a usable, clean, and 
enjoyable environment, that is something that is super important to me. I 
would say it is rooted, kind of sleeping dirty outside and playing in the woods. 
(P14, Sustainability consultant, 2 years’ experience) 

3.4.1.3 Social justice 

For some sustainability change agents, their motivation for working in the field is 

driven more by a sense of social justice and how sustainability is important for equality and 

the prosperity of future generations. As the following two statements show: 

I am very interested in what is sustainability and how can we promote it.  Not 
only for those who can afford to drive a Prius, but also for those at the bottom 
of the pyramid and how can we incorporate this type of long-term thinking for 
everyone not just the wealthy and the privileged. (P1, Social enterprise 
employee, 7 years’ experience   
I see sustainability as very important for future generations if you think about 
it, but it is also very much a practical matter because in the long run we are 
really going to run ourselves into the ground.  Like our economy is based on 
extraction and not on fostering or taking care of resources.  So I think our 
priorities are kind of off……  I see sustainability as really the core to a lot of 
issues going on in the world to poverty to food and security, it is all related. 
(P3, Green building company employee, 6 years’ experience)  

Based on these data, it appears that my sample were conscious of the responsibility for 

broader societal outcomes of their role. This corresponds with the findings of Wright et al. 
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(2012) and Visser and Crane (2010) that responsibility and pro-environmental and 

sustainability values are key features in the identity of sustainability change agents. Despite 

the enormity of the responsibility this implies, no participants expressed concern over such an 

undertaking, rather they view it as a responsibility to their core values on which they are 

called to act. As Participant 13 suggested:   

Sustainability is something that I have been passionate about my entire life, it 
is hard for me to actually step back and describe why I want to work in this 
area, because it is just how I view the world.(P13, Sustainability manager, 15 
years’ experience) 

The themes of the desire to make a difference, a love of nature, sense of social justice 

highlight the values and the strength of commitment these participants have for the cause of 

sustainability. Participants also identify the connection of these values to emotional 

dimensions, for example, passion, caring and love. These findings show that there is a strong 

emotional dimension to the sustainability change agent role, in part driven by the “green 

hearts” that many individuals in my study appear to carry. Such findings also add empirical 

support to literature that posits the role and activities of sustainability change agents to 

promote social change in organisational settings as “emotion work” (Fineman, 2010; 

Hoffman, 2003; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Based on the consistent responses from the group I 

interviewed and the consistent evidence in the literature, I therefore conclude that many 

people in the sustainability change agent role are likely to have heightened and intense 

emotional experiences as a result of the motivations they outlined for working in the industry. 

The following section explores this further.  

3.4.2 Events and situations that cause emotion 

Having identified the personal values and motivations sustainability change agents 

bring to the role and the underlying emotionality this creates, I now explore sustainability 

change agents’ experiences in relation to specific emotions associated with their work to 

answer RQ1. To this end, participants were asked to reflect on events and situations that 
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triggered positive or negative emotional reactions. In analysing responses from change agents 

in this study, the events and situations that elicited emotional reactions could be classified 

around two themes – success in the role and challenges in the role.  

3.4.2.1 Emotions that arise from experiencing success in the role 

The first theme to emerge from the interview data relating to events and situations that 

cause emotion relates to emotions that arise from success in the sustainability change agent 

role. Here, participants described a range of positive experiences in their profession and the 

emotion they experienced as a result. The following statements from the interview data reveal 

the ‘pride’ and ‘excitement’ change agents felt from demonstrating sustainability outcomes 

and benefits to clients, as well as the ‘pride; and the ‘inspiring’ feeling that comes from being 

able to educate others about the importance of sustainability.  

To see a client’s excitement about the fact we can really make a difference 
with this. I think that is something for me has really been exciting. (P10, 
Environmental management employee, 6 years’ experience)  
When I get to present some of the work we are doing or have an opportunity to 
talk to somebody about what is happening in the space, I am really proud of 
the efforts, even though I recognize that we have a long way to go.  I think it is 
pretty amazing what has already been done and how engaged folks are. So I 
definitely take pride in my work and the work that other people are doing. 
(P11, Corporate responsibility coordinator, 8 years’ experience) 
The ability to actually inspire people and have them see through that lens of 
sustainability. So there is always an educational component, but it is more 
than just education, it really is more of that deeper kind of meaning that’s kind 
of inspiring people to get it. It is fun because you do see those light bulbs go 
off and people start to see opportunities. (P18, Sustainability consultant, 6 
years’ experience)    

For Participant 20 below, the positive feelings that arose were not from a particular event 

as demonstrated in the statements above. Rather their emotion is an overall positive feeling 

their efforts were making a difference, big or small, to making the world a better place.  

Success is any little thing that we can do that moves us closer to either 
individual or collective appreciation for our interdependence and for our all 
the ways that we can live that are compassionate and welcoming and engaged 
in a way that is likely to be good for the world and be good for everybody in it.  
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So little stuff and big stuff, it all feels good. (P20, Sustainability director, 17 
years’ experience)   

These insights reveal a range of positive events and emotions that sustainability change 

agents experience as part of success in their role, including passion, enthusiasm, pride and 

excitement. 

3.4.2.2 Emotions that arise from experiencing challenges in the role 

The second theme to emerge in terms of the events and situations that cause emotion 

relates to the emotions that arise from challenges in the sustainability change agent role. 

Here, participants described a range of negative experiences in their professional life and the 

emotion they experienced as a result. The following statements from the interview data reveal 

sub-themes around a number of challenges that induce emotional reactions in the participants, 

including the slow rate of change around sustainability, having to constantly justify 

sustainability initiatives with a business case, trying to educate to overcome resisting 

behaviour of others, as well as broader political and social issues that emerge in a corporate 

environment.  

Slow rate of change 

The first challenge to be identified as commonly causing emotional responses in 

sustainability change agents is the slow rate of change faced in their role. Here, participants 

describe the frustration and feelings of depression that can arise from organisations moving 

slowing to implement change, active resistance from an organisation or other employees, and 

how difficult it is to implement sustainability initiatives that have an impact.  

I think that I now a have much more realistic view of what it means to have an 
impact.  It is much harder than I thought. It is hard to evaluate. It’s frustrating 
to not always get to see the outcomes for yourself. (P1, Social enterprise 
employee, 7 years’ experience) 
I was angry because of how slow they moved with them telling me, it is not 
going to have an impact. (P4, Sustainability consultant, 2 years’ experience)  
One project I worked on was associated with a government department which 
was slow moving and hard to measure. So I think it is kind of easy to lose 
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momentum and lose sight of the bigger project or the bigger picture of 
whatever you are working on.  You can kind of get so bogged down and be 
like, is this project ever going to move forward or is this work actually 
accomplishing anything? That was definitely depressing. (P5, Sustainable 
packaging employee, 6 years’ experience) 
It’s hard when there is something holding a project back, whether it is a leader 
or it’s a cultural thing, so those are the harder ones. You just have to know 
that there is that spectrum of people and that is always the most frustrating, 
but at the same time it is expected in anything, right? No one is just going to be 
all on board for everything. (P9, Sustainability director, 20 years’ experience)    
These statements show a mix of emotion from frustration to anger that are felt 
in response to the challenging conditions of where there is resistance to the 
change brought by sustainability projects and initiatives.  

Need to justify sustainability initiatives with a business case 

The second common challenge participants described as causing them to experience 

emotional responses relates to the need to justify their work with a business case. Here, the 

data illustrates the deep frustration experienced by change agents in response to the demand 

for justifying all sustainability initiatives via a business case.  

The hard part is you can make recommendations like, “we think you should do 
this, but here are other options you can do and some of them are less impact, 
but yes they cost you less or they are going to save you money if you don’t try 
as hard”. You can miss out on creating maximum impact by only focussing on 
the business case, which is really frustrating. (P4, Sustainability consultant, 2 
years’ experience) 
I felt like even though all of these sustainability ideas were going out, they 
either weren’t getting implemented or I had never at least saw that happen. So 
it sort of felt like I was sort of working in a machine of making profits for my 
consulting firm without actually seeing how we were bettering the world. This 
really wore on me, very frustrating and draining. (P7, Government 
sustainability specialist, 6 years’ experience) 
I have a real hard time with this so-called business case, and in fact I get 
really frustrated sometimes. You can’t solve problems as I think is generally 
credited to Einstein with the same mentality that brought you into the problem 
and the mentality that got us where we are is making the freaking business 
case for everything. Everything has to be a business case. Like are there no 
other values or reasons in the world that carry any weight with anyone accept 
the damn business case? (P20, Sustainability director, 17 years’ experience) 

This final statement in particular clearly illustrates the frustration experienced, showing 

that the business case justification for sustainability initiatives is an emotion trigger event for 

sustainability change agents.  
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The need to educate others about sustainability 

The third challenge commonly identified by interview participants as being a cause of 

emotional reactions is the need for the change agents to educate their fellow employees about 

broader sustainability issues to overcome help them overcome resisting change in behaviour. 

In addition to completing their work tasks and implementing project deliverables, the change 

agents also describe the need to continually be communicating with stakeholders to educate 

them about the importance of sustainability initiatives. The following statements illustrate the 

frustration around this effort with participants describing these efforts as both difficult and 

time consuming.  

There are negative emotions that come out of frustrating situations and having 
to sort of try and educate people at the same time as implement your very 
project. (P6, Sustainability consultant, 6.5 years’ experience) 
Education and changing behaviour is tough, it is not easy for people to change 
something that they have done their whole life and all of a sudden be like, oh I 
have to do this differently? Wow. It is like a complete shock to them. So I think 
education can be an arduous task and changing the behaviour of people. (P10, 
Environmental management employee, 6 years’ experience)   
I would say communication and education was the biggest challenge; it was 
really how I was spending my time. Even in times when I wasn’t overseeing a 
program that was at risk, when I was just trying to gain buy-in or advocate for 
store operations to be a little bit different so that we can make this recycling 
work better, it is all about telling the story in a way so that the other person 
understands why it is important. (P2, Sustainability program manager, 4 
years’ experience)  

Social and political issues 

The final challenge category to emerge from the data as a common trigger of emotional 

responses is the need for change agents to engage with issues in society and politics more 

broadly, such as climate change, lack of political leadership and action, biodiversity loss. The 

emotions described under this theme are of a darker nature, including despair, hopelessness 

and sadness. These feelings arise in response to the overwhelming nature of sustainability 

issues like climate change, and the intentional denial of many citizens about these issues and 

the need to make change.  
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The politics are horrible - the money, greed and government that controls all 
these decisions. It makes me feel really sad, really discouraged, sometimes not 
very hopeful. So I try to stay in the middle somewhere, which is to say, I 
recognize the facts, not head in the sand, I recognise that we have significant 
challenges that maybe close to insurmountable. That could have horrible 
effects on people that deserve it the least, not to mention other species. At the 
same time, trying to maintain optimism and say, we have to try, we have to do 
the best we can. (P12, President of renewable energy company, 6 years’ 
experience)   
I do get angry, especially with wilful ignorance, there is so much of it and it’s 
not just climate change. There are a lot of social and environmental issues 
where people are wilfully ignorant, they have other interests that are not 
served by facing reality or facts and they just refuse. (P19, Sustainability 
officer, 4 years’ experience)   
There are all these negative emotions that have you questioning, why am I 
even doing this? I wanted to do good, but here I just feel beaten down by the 
system, like there are all these external factors that we are battling against 
that seem to be standing in our way of success. So it can be a hard tree to 
climb. (P5, Sustainable packaging employee, 6 years’ experience) 
I get angry, perturbed, or peeved, frustrated like that a little bit less often than 
I feel discouraged and sad. You know what I mean, I just see all of this stuff 
about inaction on climate change, not to mention all the other environmental 
issues, and I think about the consequences. I feel heavy sadness and wondering 
if there is any hope there. (P17, Sustainability manager, 9 years’ experience) 

The sentiments described here illustrate the heavy nature of the issues that 

sustainability change agents deal with, and the impact this has on their emotions. The feelings 

of despair, hopelessness discouragement and anger are a very different story to the strong 

motivations of love of nature and the desire to make a difference that brought them to this 

profession in the first place. These change agents clearly want to be involved in sustainability 

to make a difference, but are driven to negative emotional reactions when they feel like such 

gains are not being made. As shown by the comment from Participant 5 above, this can lead 

to practitioners feeling like it is a waste of time and pointless. This conflict between their 

values and the realities of working as a sustainability practitioner supports Sheppard’s (2005) 

and Wright & Nyberg’s (2012) suggestions that many sustainability change agents will face 

confronting negative emotions as they seek to understand if their efforts are indeed making a 

difference.  
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3.4.2.3 Summary of events and situations that cause emotion in sustainability change agents 

The table below summarises the types of events that elicit positive emotions and the 

types of events that elicit negative emotions as identified from the interview data in Study 1.  

Table 3.3: Summary of events and situations that elicit emotional reactions in 
sustainability change agents 

Events that elicit emotion Emotions 
experienced 

Success: 
Influencing behaviour change 
Implementing an initiative 
Big change, small scale 
Small change, big scale 

Positive emotions:  
Passion 
Excitement 
Enthusiasm 
Hope 
Optimism 
Pride 

Challenges:  
Resistance to change 
Scepticism 
Slow change 
Business case and operations 
Low level of support from organisation 

Negative emotions:  
Sadness 
Anger 
Hopelessness 
Frustration 
Disheartened 
Defensive 

 
The findings give clarity and classification to the types of events that cause emotional 

reactions for sustainability change agents. This relationship between triggering events and the 

elicitation of discrete emotional reactions is supported by AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), 

as also shown in Figure 2.1. Furthermore, these findings are consistent with the challenging 

events and situations faced by sustainability change agents as described in the literature 

review – resistance to change, scepticism, slow change and values dissonance (Hoffman, 

2003; Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010). The findings from this study also 

identify many strong emotions, such as anger, hopelessness and passion, which gives support 

to the argument that sustainability change agents are likely to experience intense emotional 

reactions to triggering events and situations in their work.  
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3.4.3 Emotion regulation in sustainability change agents 

The findings from Study 1 so far show that emotion is a key feature of the professional 

lives of sustainability change agents – from the underlying emotion-driven motivations they 

have for pursuing such a career, to the emotions they experience in response to varying 

challenges and successes in the role. Indeed, feeling and showing emotion is a common 

experience for many individuals at work, with these emotions generated as a result of events 

in organisational life (Ashkanasy, 2003). There is also some literature to suggest change 

agents do need to regulate emotion to be successful in their role (Wright & Nyberg, 2012), 

but no literature on how that happens or the specific mechanisms of emotion regulation. In 

seeking to explore these relationships further and understand the specific strategies 

sustainability change agents use to regulate emotion (RQ2), this study asked participants to 

explain if they ever felt like they needed to change, control or regulate their emotions to 

maintain their work effort or generate outcomes.  

From this line of questioning, the key theme to emerge was that sustainability change 

agents are constantly using emotion regulation strategies to control or regulate their emotions 

to achieve their work goals. For some participants, this means suppressing an emotion they 

were feeling, for others, it means reframing what they were feeling into something else. In 

some cases, the change agents were able to authentically express their emotions as related to 

an event or situation to remain appropriate, without having to make modification to what they 

were feeling. In the following sections, I first present findings that illustrate the role of 

emotion regulation in the sustainability change agent experience. From deeper analysis of the 

interview data, three key themes emerged to classify the specific emotion regulation 

strategies recruited by sustainability change agents, including antecedent focussed strategies 

and response focussed strategies.  
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3.4.3.1 Emotion regulation as a work strategy 

Based on the data collected in Study 1, emotion regulation emerges as a key feature in 

the working experience of a sustainability professional. Of the 20 participants, 13 made 

explicit reference to how they managed or modified their emotions as part of their work to 

influence sustainability outcomes. The following statements drawn from the interview data 

highlight the role and prominence of emotion regulation in the sustainability change agent 

role.  

I felt like I could still be myself, it was just what piece of my own knowledge, 
personality, or emotions would I choose to be expressing in this moment. (P2, 
Sustainability program manager, 4 years’ experience) 
Even though I am very passionate about sustainability and the environment, it 
wasn’t always emphasizing that emotion completely, it was also about 
emphasising other priorities and benefits. (P3, Green building employee, 6 
years’ experience)    
Things relating to climate change and so on definitely bring out emotion in 
people, but I think as the presenter, as the consultant, when I would present 
information like that, I would try and keep emotion out of the presentation and 
just let it be the facts that create the impact. (P4, Sustainability consultant, 6 
years’ experience) 

In addition to these descriptions of how change agents regulated their emotion, other 

participants went further to describe how they regulated their emotions to be more in line 

with what would be appropriate for being effective in their efforts to influence change, as 

shown by these statements:  

I think being passionate and showing some of those emotions is good, but only 
to a certain level. While showing positive emotions about excitement can help, 
you need to have solid numbers for the numbers people in the room that are 
not going to be swayed by the fact that you are smiling and excited or 
doomsday scenario or whatever you are saying. So, I think there is a balance. 
(P6, Sustainability consultant, 6.5 years’ experience) 
I think it is the negative emotions that I have to be conscious of not displaying.  
Usually it is frustration and it is making sure that I am not displaying my 
frustration, but instead just trying to navigate what benefit is going to carry 
the most weight with whom I am talking to and then kind of follow that 
pathway. (P7, Government sustainability specialist, 5.5 years’ experience)   
I think you have to be more strategic in your communications when there is 
resistance, whereas if someone is already on board you can let that excitement 
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or that encouragement kind of permeate the room because we are on the same 
page. (P20, Sustainability director, 17 years’ experience) 

These findings support and confirm arguments from the literature that sustainability 

change agents experience complex internal negotiations to vary and manage the emotions 

they express and display to successfully influence green outcomes (Andersson & Bateman, 

2000; Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). To extend beyond these studies, in 

my research I also examined which specific emotion regulation strategies sustainability 

change agents used in their work.  The results of this investigation are reported in the 

following section.   

3.4.3.2 Specific emotion regulation strategies 

Cognitive reappraisal 

The first emotion regulation strategy to emerge from the interview data is classified as 

cognitive reappraisal. Cognitive reappraisal is defined as when an individual changes how 

they interpret a particular situation in order to change the way they initially feel and to show a 

different emotional response (Gross, 1998). Put another way, it is reframing our point of view 

or perspective on situation to change an emotional experience as well as expression. The 

following two statements illustrate how change agents either change their thinking to avoid 

allowing emotion into their presentations about sustainability or they cognitively reframe the 

situation to alter their emotion to what will be most appropriate to accomplish their goal.  

I try to position my emotions and messaging in a way that will resonate with 
them and in terms of where they are coming from. If I know the person I am 
meeting with is a little bit defensive or unsure, then I know that me jumping on 
a table is going to accomplish this much, not going to be helpful. In this role I 
think it is important to have a filter. To keep the audience in mind and say, 
how can I be most effective in communicating? (P15, Sustainability director, 8 
years’ experience) 
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I think sometimes it is hard not to have that visceral reaction of anger and just 
be like, hey, what are you doing? Why are you throwing that on the ground or 
why don’t you care about this as much as I care about it? Then you have to 
kind of step back and say, okay, maybe they just don’t know. You really need to 
dial down some of those initial reactions in order to make the right 
communication in a way that is actually going to connect with that person. 
(P10, Environmental management employee, 6 years’ experience) 

Authentic expression 

The second emotion regulation strategy to emerge from the interview data is authentic 

expression. Authentic expression is defined by Gross (1998) as the natural expression of 

sincere and spontaneous responses to an emotion-eliciting situation without trying to regulate 

(alter or hide) an experienced emotion. In line with this definition, this is where sustainability 

change agents felt it was best to maintain authentic expression of what they were feeling, and 

openly display their real emotion. For example, Participant 11 described feeling very 

passionate and excited about the opportunity to implement greening practices and fulfil their 

change-making aspirations. The sustainability change agent then openly expressed that 

feeling of excitement around the opportunity to improve environmental performance and use 

their enthusiasm to encourage others to consider the economic benefits for employees.  

I do get really, really passionate and I think that can be good in a sense of 
being persuasive and authentic. I always feel like whatever I am talking about 
I really personally believe it. So, if I am trying to talk to someone about why 
they should join the sustainability working group, it is not a job role, it is 
something that I strongly believe and so that tends to be a little bit more 
authentic and persuasive. (P11, Corporate responsibility coordinator, 8 years’ 
experience) 

As Participant 13 stated: 

I try not to push my feelings aside; I don’t think that is helpful. I think what’s 
important, is how can I convey what I feel in a way that will resonate with my 
audience? (P13, Sustainability manager, 15 years’ experience)  

Suppression 

The final emotion regulation strategy to emerge from the data is suppression. As 

defined by Gross (1998), suppression as a form of emotional regulation is when an individual 

attempts to reduce the emotion they are showing to others. For example, a sustainability 
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change agent may be feeling angry or frustrated about an initiative being rejected by a client. 

Rather than letting the hurtful experience impede them in working towards accomplishing the 

goal, the individual modulates the emotional experience by suppressing the negative emotion, 

deciding not to be as affected by it and seeks another way to pursue the objective. The 

following quotes demonstrate this experience in my sample.  

It is much better to be professional with the client and you have a bigger 
chance of making a positive impact if you don’t express your frustration when 
you hit roadblocks.  It is better to take it back to the drawing board and kind of 
reassess how you are messaging. (P4, Sustainability consultant, 2 years’ 
experience) 
I avoid bringing any emotion into the conversation, I think just about any type 
of emotion when you are trying to drive change is not a good idea because it 
can muddle the information that you are presenting. (P10, Environmental 
management employee, 6 years’ experience) 
I think when you are in a business setting you don’t want to be too enthusiastic 
because you might send a wrong message and you want to make sure you are 
kind of level. I was really enthusiastic about it, so I had to really tone it down. 
(P3, Green building employee, 6 years’ experience)   

These data from Study 1 highlight the range of strategies that sustainability change 

agents use to change their emotions depending on the context and situation that they 

experience.  The strategies outlined include cognitive reappraisal, expression and 

suppression. It is clear, therefore, that sustainability change agents are actively engaging with 

the range of emotion regulation strategies. Indeed, the actions outlined in these quotes are in 

clear alignment with emotion regulation theory and the antecedent and response focussed 

strategies of cognitive reappraisal (an antecedent strategy); expression (authentic response); 

suppression (muted response) Gross (2015) and Lawrence et al. (2011). Moreover, the use of 

these different strategies are linked to different types of affect eliciting events, and that 

change agents are adjusting their strategies in a thoughtful and strategic way to meet their 

objectives. On this basis, my study confirms the importance of including the construct of 

emotion regulation in a theoretical model for understanding sustainability change agents’ 

behaviours at work. Based on my literature review outlined in Chapter 2, my study provides 



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 71 

the first empirical evidence of the specific emotion regulation strategies used by 

sustainability change agents.  

3.4.4 Factors that influence emotion regulation strategies 

Generally, the data discussed above demonstrate that sustainability change agents use 

emotion regulation strategies to experience and express emotions as a part of their efforts to 

influence sustainability outcomes. However, there are other organisational and individual 

factors at play. As seen in the literature review, the individual differences (e.g., emotional 

intelligence) of sustainability change agents and the level of support for sustainability within 

their organisation have been shown to have a strong effect on their occupational experience, 

and how successful they are at influencing sustainability outcomes (Egri & Herman, 2000; 

Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; Ramus & Steger, 2000). I now present findings to address 

RQ3, which seeks to identify the contextual factors that may impact on how sustainability 

change agents regulate emotion.  

The literature review presented in Chapter 2 proposed two key factors that result in 

sustainability change agents using emotional regulation strategies to influence change: 

organisational support for sustainability (Egri & Herman, 2000; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 

2010) and emotional intelligence (Mayer & Salovey, 1997; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). In 

analysing the interview data, these two factors also emerged as key themes that influence the 

process of emotional regulation used by sustainability change agents.  

3.4.4.1 The impact of organisational support for sustainability on emotion display rules 

The following statements illustrate how change agents navigate the different emotion 

display rules created by varying levels of organisational support for sustainability. The first 

key theme to emerge is the impact of high organisational support for sustainability on 

emotion display rules. Here, participants feel as though they can more freely express their 
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emotions when their organisation is supportive of sustainability agendas and initiatives and 

the emotion display rules are more accepting of emotion relating to sustainability issues: 

Because with someone that I know is on the same page, or feel like I have 
support and buy in, then I am more willing to open up and I am more willing 
to probably express myself in a more authentic way. (P14, Consultant in 
renewable energy firm, 2 years’ experience)  
Under the company president there is a vice-president of sustainability and we 
have very direct leadership roles that are very supportive.  I feel like the 
company as a whole is very supportive, which is really positive and creates an 
open culture around sustainability in which I am able to openly express my 
excitement and passion for these issues. (P4, Sustainability consultant, 2 
years’ experience) 

In addition, the following participant described how strong top down support has an 

impact not just on emotion display rules, but on the culture of how the organisation as a 

whole engages with sustainability:  

We have a lot of dedicated support at the highest levels in the organisation, 
and I think that really makes a difference; then you get a lot of people who are 
very committed on the ground floor, on whatever level, they get 
involved/engaged. From that perspective, it really is integrating into our 
culture. (P9, Senior Sustainability Director, 20 years’ experience)  

Despite these encouraging examples, participants also described conditions where there 

was low organisational support for sustainability and the flow on effects for the emotion 

display rules, which impacted how freely sustainability change agents could express their 

emotion.  

P18: When working with folks who are not engaged in sustainability, I feel like 
I have to change how I am communicating it, because my initial reaction is 
going to be pretty frustrated. I feel like in those instances, spending a little bit 
more time thinking about how I want to frame it and not come across as too 
intense. You know if you are passionate about something, sometimes you are 
not always aware of it. (P18, Waste and environmental services consultant, 6 
years’ experience)     

These statements show that sustainability change agents involved in the study were 

aware of the different emotional display rules driven by the level of support for sustainability 

within the organisation. Looking at the example from Participant 18 above in particular, the 

process they are describing can be identified as the emotion regulation strategy of cognitive 
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reappraisal (Gross, 1998). That is, the display rule is influencing this change agent to use 

cognitive reappraisal to meet their goals in this instance. Literature supports this, showing 

that sustainability change agents’ work settings can be subject to variations in the reasons 

why organisations engage with corporate sustainability; how they engage with corporate 

sustainability; and how employees within a single organisation understand green concepts 

(Bansal & Roth, 2000; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). These variations in organisational 

agenda and policy can dictate how receptive an organisation is to green initiatives and the 

emotion display rules that arise around sustainability (Egri & Herman, 2000; Linnenluecke & 

Griffiths, 2010; Ramus & Steger, 2000). For instance, whether a change agent’s emotions are 

deemed in line with the emotion display rules or not can promote or undermine the success of 

the change agent’s ability to influence that employee towards green outcomes.  

3.4.4.2 Individual differences in emotional intelligence 

The following statements illustrate the awareness that change agents have for the 

importance of emotional intelligence and how they use it to achieve their goals of 

implementing green outcomes in organisations.  

Emotional intelligence is hugely important.  I have seen people in roles similar 
to this who are not necessarily as effective as they could be because of that 
lack of emotional intelligence.  You say, this is the way we do it, da da da da, 
this is why, da da da, you know, kind of coming in being very instructive and 
that causes people to be defensive. Especially in this role, you are trying to get 
people to buy in to the concept of sustainability to incorporate it into their 
daily decision making and the way to get them there is not through…you know 
pushing your way in. (P13, Sustainability manager, 15 years’ experience) 
I am at the stage where the emotional intelligence piece is the crook of it all 
because if I can’t have good relationships internally and externally, I am just 
going to fall flat on my face and not be able to get anything done. (P19, 
Sustainability officer, 4 years’ experience)  

Participant 2 provided a particularly eloquent summary of the relationship between 

emotional intelligence and emotion regulation, and how it impacts her ability to draw on a 

tool box of strategies to influence sustainability outcomes.  
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I think it is about having a read on the room, doing your homework ahead of 
time to know who are the players in the room and the arsenal of tools that you 
have. Then you know all the different cases or facts that you can bring forward 
or emotions if it is enthusiasm that you can bring forward to help make your 
case, that’s a tool in your tool box too.  Once you have prepped those things, 
you know the people in the room and you know your tool kit, you are always 
keeping your read on the room too because you can definitely get a sense of 
where people’s heads are, their tone of voice, things that they are saying, and 
the expressions on their face; so being really aware of that. I can then change 
things accordingly, whether you are changing the message or trying to bring 
more positive energy in the room, just trying to manage the meeting in that 
way. (P2, Waste and recycling program manager, 4 years’ experience) 

These data show that emotional intelligence emerges from the interview data as a key 

factor to influence how sustainability change agents go about their work. This adds support to 

the literature, which identifies the importance of emotional intelligence in an individual’s 

ability to detect and manage emotional cues and information when enacting emotion 

regulation (Côté et al., 2006; Lawrence et al., 2011), and its corresponding importance for 

sustainability change agents. That is, emotional intelligence will determine how aware 

change agents will be of the dynamics of emotional display rules in organisations around 

sustainability issues, and the impacts these rules have on how they are perceived by other 

employees. The data confirm that emotional intelligence should be considered in developing 

a model of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents.  

3.4.5 Additional constructs and relationships to emerge 

One of the aims of an inductive research study is to understand new dimensions to 

phenomena that may not fit within current frameworks (Creswell, 2003). In this study, the 

construct of burnout emerged from the interview data as a key component of the experience 

of sustainability change agents. Furthermore, the discrete emotions of passion and frustration 

emerged as having particular relevance and frequency to the experience of sustainability 

change agents. Finally, this study provides more insight into the nuance of emotion 

regulation, with data showing emotion regulation strategies as being dynamic and flexible, 

and are used depending on the situation.  
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3.4.5.1 Burnout from emotion regulation 

The first additional issue raised by my participants during the collection of the 

interview data was burnout as an outcome of their experiences. Burnout is a well-studied 

construct in organisational behaviour and emotions research, having first been conceptualised 

and defined by Maslach (1986) as three components of emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalisation, and reduced personal accomplishment. Indeed, many participants in this 

study referred to the emotional rollercoaster of regulating emotion in their efforts to influence 

change, and the burnout caused by the continual highs and lows.  

There are all these negative emotions that have you questioning, why am I 
even doing this?  I wanted to do good, but here I just feel beaten down by the 
system, like there are all these external factors that we are battling against 
that seem to be standing in our way of success. So it can be a hard tree to 
climb. (P5, Sustainable packaging employee, 6 years’ experience) 
You just feel like, oh man, how do I buck up here? How do I find my happy 
face and get back on it? (P8, Sustainability startup founder, 5 years’ 
experience)   
There are days when I go home and I feel exhausted because maybe I had to 
behave differently or do things differently than what I really felt in order to get 
things done, I don’t love that. (P12, President of renewable energy company, 6 
years’ experience) 
Communicating with clients and stakeholders where there was no engagement, 
and you would need to justify why you wanted to try to get engagement, is 
exhausting trying to manage all those frustrations. (P7, Sustainability 
specialist, 5.5 years’ experience) 
So I think emotionally the highs and lows definitely come. Some days you are 
like, wow, we can do this, we can really get it done. Other days it is like, man I 
wonder, is this worth it? Are we doing this all for nothing? (P2, Waste and 
recycling program manager, 4 years’ experience)  
I took my project very seriously and drove a lot of energy into my work. So 
much so, that I probably neglected other areas of my life. There is a lot of 
satisfaction that comes out of it, but for me I can get too invested with my 
passion. (P1, Social enterprise employee, 7 years’ experience) 
I left the job for a multitude of reasons, one of which was that I saw zero 
impact from my efforts, which I put so much of myself into that job and I just 
really didn’t ever feel filled back up by what we were doing. A lot of 
questioning of where I was and had I really even achieved anything and am I 
going to stay here, am I going to not?  Sort of personal turmoil as I was trying 
to identify whether…because I was just like, I just want to have a positive 
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impact. I felt so drained just from thinking about it. (P16, Sustainability 
officer, 8 years’ experience) 

These statements highlight the spectrum of intensity that sustainability change agents 

experience burnout, ranging from high intensity where they left their job to low intensity, 

where they felt like giving up but persevered nonetheless. There are few other studies to draw 

comparisons with about the relationship between emotion regulation and burnout in 

sustainability change agents, and the impact of change agent burnout on their success in the 

role. However, there is a body of research that seeks to understand burnout as an outcome of 

emotion regulation more broadly (Grandey, 2000; Arnold, Connelly, Walsh & Martin Ginis, 

2015; Zhao, Li & Shields, 2019). This literature reveals that burnout is a salient outcome of 

emotion regulation, with clear empirical support for the relationship between emotional 

exhaustion and managing emotions at work (Brotheridge & Lee, 1998; Morris & Feldman, 

1997). Indeed, the statements above from my participants clearly illustrate the emotional 

exhaustion that arises from the need to constantly manage emotions in their roles.    

3.4.5.2 The dominance of specific discrete emotions 

Specific discrete emotions were a strong feature within the thematic analysis of the 

interview data in Study 1 in terms of frequency and relevance. That is, the two emotions of 

passion and frustration stand out from the data as the most frequently mentioned discrete 

emotions in the experience of sustainability change agents and their ability to influence 

change. Indeed, the findings from this study show the type of emotion experienced and 

displayed also has an important role to play in the success of their sustainability efforts.  

This finding warrants further investigation, as it contrasts with the current 

understanding of change agent emotion in literature. While discrete emotions have been 

identified within the literature review, they are typically referenced in passing as part of the 

emotional experience of sustainability change agents (Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & 
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Crane, 2010; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). For example, Wright and Nyberg (2012) identify a 

variety of emotions that change agents experience including passion, fear, hope and guilt. 

However, they are then aggregated to the general emotional experience of sustainability 

change agents, rather than explored in any specific way. Indeed, current literature does not 

account for any specific emotion regulation pathways that might be associated with specific 

discrete emotions for sustainability change agents.  

Specific discrete emotions are therefore highly salient to consider in any future 

theoretical models. To this end, incorporating discrete emotions into a theoretical model, 

rather than looking simply at positive or negative emotions (for debate on this point see 

Elfenbein, 2007; Lindebaum & Jordan, 2012; Solomon, 2007), will be an important 

consideration for a theoretical model and any subsequent testing. In other words, how 

appropriate the intensity of the emotional display is for the situation matters more than the 

valence of the emotion (Jordan & Lindebaum, 2015; Koning & Van Kleef, 2015). 

Furthermore, different discrete emotions are also associated with different action tendencies, 

with different causes and effects (e.g. anger and fear are both high intensity negative 

emotions with different emotion generation pathways and outcomes) (Lindebaum & Jordan, 

2012). 

3.4.5.3 Emotion regulation as a dynamic construct 

Another insight to emerge from the data was that sustainability change agents are not 

just regulating their emotion randomly, but are actively recruiting emotion regulation 

strategies as a tactic and tool for influencing change and achieving desired sustainability 

outcomes. The following statements highlight the relationship between emotion regulation 

strategies and the level of success change agents have in influencing sustainability outcomes, 

ranging from the authentic expression of unregulated emotion through to the calculated use of 

emotion regulation strategies. These findings also show that the more proficient the change 
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agent is at managing the emotional dynamics of a situation, the more likely they are to be 

able to successfully influence green outcomes.  

The expression of unregulated emotion 

First, I present data that illustrate where unregulated emotion has been expressed in the 

sustainability context. Here participants describe examples of where their displays of emotion 

did not support achieving their goal of influencing sustainability outcomes.  Although this 

unregulated expression did not achieve their desired outcomes it did serve as a form of 

venting which allowed the sustainability agent to persist and cope with the low level burnout 

experiences described earlier. 

One of the real higher ups joined the call and he just let loose, saying “climate 
change isn’t real, sustainability is pointless, why are we doing this, we are 
wasting our money.” He was just very angry and against it. It was infuriating.  
I just remember being, “I want to pull my hair out right now, I can’t believe 
you are saying this, I can’t believe that you are so blind to all the benefits.” In 
that moment, I couldn’t hold back on those feelings and it caused a lot of 
conflict with the client. (P19, Sustainability officer, 4 years’ experience)  
Sometimes my enthusiasm for it would leak out and there would be no hiding 
that piece of it, which could be a good thing or a bad thing. I think sometimes 
it is contagious.  People would love seeing that and get on board because of it, 
but for other people it would show that I was too emotionally tied into the 
program and therefore the rational side, the numbers and the business sense, 
are weaker because I am so excited about the program. (P2, Sustainability 
program manager, 4 years’ experience) 

Emotion regulation as a dynamic process 

In contrast, the following statements illustrate events and situations where the 

activation of emotion regulation aided the successful implementation of sustainability 

outcomes, highlighting how it can be used as a tool for success in the sustainability change 

agent role in certain situations. Participant 12 gives some insight into why emotion regulation 

is an important factor that allows sustainability change agents to create positive change in 

their organisation: 

The emotions that you show are so important, because how you show up to a 
particular situation, conversation or event can make a big difference in how 
your message is received. So if you show up dragging your heavy heart around 
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or flashing anger or flashing frustration, it is not very persuasive. (P12, 
President of renewable energy company, 6 years’ experience) 

The following statements give examples of how these sustainability change agents used 

being authentic and enhancing their emotion as effective strategies for increasing the 

likelihood of success in their sustainability initiatives: 

It is not necessarily a case of being less enthusiastic or less passionate, it is 
about knowing the right time is to use enthusiasm and passion or knowing 
when the right time is to use that rational business case approach. (P18, Waste 
and environmental services consultant, 6 years’ experience) 
Yes, you need to have buy-in and I think the best way to have buy-in is through 
real emotional messages and connections regardless of who it is, but you have 
to make sure you do that in a way that is still somewhat approachable to 
everybody. (P14, Sustainability consultant, 2 years’ experience)   
 
In other situations, participants described using emotion regulation to control or 

suppress emotion in order to successfully implement a sustainability initiative.  

Very early on we wanted to make sure it wasn’t some fluffy, “lets save the 
world” type of a message - that is not our message. We try to find things that 
connect with that person and create shared value around measurable 
outcomes, not emotion. (P17, Sustainability manager, 9 years’ experience) 
It’s always a little bit of a balance for me personally of not wanting to come 
out too strong.  Because if you ask me personally, yes you should be doing this, 
there is no excuse not to be addressing these issues. You also must be aware of 
your audience and if you are talking to a CFO, they may personally care about 
those issues, but they are looking at the books, so you need to frame it in that 
language too. I think a lot of what we do is translation, taking what we are 
working on and trying to figure out who are we talking to and what do they 
need to hear in order to get involved in this. (P11, Corporate responsibility 
coordinator, 8 years’ experience) 

Overall, these findings illustrate that sustainability change agents can use emotion 

regulation strategies in dynamic and flexible ways depending on the situation and motives. 

Indeed, Tamir, Mitchell and Gross (2008) contend that individuals have varying motives for 

engaging in emotion regulation strategies. Specifically, emotion regulation can be employed 

for instrumental reasons (to get something) or hedonic (for enjoyment) purposes (Tamir et.al., 

2008). Further support for the dynamic nature of emotion regulation is provided by 

researchers who distinguish between “habitual emotion regulation” and “situational emotion 
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regulation” (Brans et al., 2013; Gross, 2015). Habitual emotion regulation can be understood 

as a dispositional tendency (or trait) an individual has that informs the way they regulate 

emotions. While situational emotion regulation refers to differences in how an individual 

regulates emotions in a specific situation (Gross & John, 2003). Clearly, people differ in the 

way they regulate emotions with some relying on habitual tendencies, while others may vary 

in terms of adopting a specific emotion regulation strategy in a given situation. Situational 

emotion regulation is a temporary change with respect to specific situations and contexts 

(Gross, 1998; Gross; 2015). Based on the data described above, my participants indicated that 

their emotion regulation was tied to specific situations and contexts. While the examples 

given by the sustainability change agents in this study suggest the role of situational emotion 

regulation is important, further insight on the distinction between habitual and situational 

emotion regulation for sustainability change agents is required. Indeed, from my reading of 

the literature, there are no studies that examine this nuance for sustainability change agents. 

Together, these additional dimensions of burnout, the dominance of specific discrete 

emotions and emotion regulation as a dynamic construct are shown to be critical aspects to 

the process of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents and warrant consideration 

for inclusion in the subsequent development of a theoretical model, to be completed in 

Chapter 4.  

3.5 Chapter summary 

In this Chapter, my aim was to examine the relationships between sustainability-related 

events in the workplace, emotional reactions and emotion regulation along with the 

contextual factors that impact this process, including organisational display rules and 

emotional intelligence. I presented qualitative data that expose a range of themes and 

constructs, including the types of events that elicit emotion and the types of emotion 

regulation strategies that sustainability change agents use. The findings presented here also 
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confirm evidence from the literature that organisational display rules around sustainability 

and emotional intelligence are also important features of how sustainability change agents 

experience and express emotion. Also emerging from the data is a new understanding of the 

importance of certain constructs and their relationships in explaining emotion regulation and 

sustainability change agent success, including change agent burnout and the role of the 

discrete emotions, passion and frustration, as well as the notion that emotion regulation 

strategies are dynamic and flexible, and are used depending on the situation.  

It is important to acknowledge at this point that this study contains a number of 

limitations. I address issues around the limitations of my program of research in the final 

chapter of my thesis. In conclusion, the broad themes and constructs outlined in this study 

provide an insight to the experiences of sustainability change agents. Together with the 

results of my literature review (presented in Chapter 2), I now draw on these data as a 

foundation to inform the development of a broad theoretical model outlining the role of 

emotion regulation in achieving sustainability change agent outcomes. This model is 

presented in Chapter 4.  
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CHAPTER 4:  THEORETICAL MODEL OF EMOTION REGULATION FOR 
SUSTAINABILITY CHANGE AGENTS 

4.1 Chapter introduction 

In this chapter, I develop a broad theoretical model to explain how sustainability 

change agents use emotion regulation in their efforts to influence and create positive change 

in greening organisations. In Study 1, presented in Chapter 3, participants outlined a number 

of constructs salient to this process including the events and situations that elicit emotions, 

the emotion regulation strategies that are used and the other influencing factors including 

organisational display rules around sustainability and emotional intelligence. The data also 

revealed additional salient topics to consider in the theoretical development of this process, 

including burnout, discrete emotions and the distinction between habitual and situational 

emotion regulation. I now draw on these findings, as well as insights from the literature and 

the research gaps discussed in Chapter 2, to develop a broad theoretical model and 

propositions to inform subsequent specific quantitative testing of various aspects of this 

broad model, to be presented in Chapter 5. My aim is to develop a more nuanced view of the 

specific emotion regulation strategies used by sustainability change agents to achieve desired 

outcomes.  

4.2 Theoretical model 

As part of my literature review in Chapter 2, I outlined a general model of emotion 

regulation based on two theoretical frameworks: Affective Events Theory (Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996) and emotion regulation (Gross, 1998; Lawrence et al., 2011). These 

theories link emotion and cognition, explaining how emotions that surface from events in 

organisational life shape an individual’s subsequent behaviours and provide the underpinning 

framework upon which my model will be based. Affective Events Theory (AET: Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996) proposes that employees have emotional reactions to events that occur in 
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work settings, with a direct influence on their behaviours, attitudes and decision-making. 

Emotion regulation theory (Gross, 1998) compliments AET by providing a specific process 

to understand the intrapersonal modification of emotions in response to discrete emotional 

experiences, workplaces stressors and during interpersonal interactions (Lawrence et al., 

2011). Emotion regulation frameworks that have been developed (Gross, 1998; Lawrence et 

al., 2011) distinguish between the experience of emotion and the expression of emotion, 

positioning both as important, sequential stages of emotional regulation, which in turn 

determine the behavioural outcome of that regulation. The implications are that for each 

emotional reaction experienced in response to their interpretation of a particular event or 

situation, individuals can modify their behaviour in tune with their choice of emotion 

regulation strategy to adapt to and resolve that situation, and ultimately manage their 

emotions to enhance that emotion, to suppress that emotion or to modify that emotion (e.g. to 

fake an emotion). 

I also highlighted in Chapter 2 that my review of the literature to date has found no 

theorising or testing of the specific relationship between the process of emotion regulation 

and job performance in the context of sustainability change agents. As such, there is an 

opportunity to leverage these existing theories of AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1998) and 

emotion regulation (Gross, 1998) to extend understanding of the role of emotion and emotion 

regulation in how sustainability change agents approach the emotional aspect of influencing 

green outcomes to increase their likelihood of success. I therefore present a theoretical model 

to describe emotion regulation in sustainability change agents, shown below in Figure 4.1.  
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Figure 4.1: Theoretical model of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents 

In my model, the emotion regulation process is activated for sustainability change 

agents by a triggering event or situational cue related to sustainability issues that elicits an 

emotional reaction in the change agent (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Events that trigger 

emotion can vary from scepticism from a fellow employee to enthusiasm from a board 

member about a proposed sustainability initiative. This, in turn, leads to the sustainability 

change agent having an initial reaction of either positive or negative valenced emotions, for 

example, passion and enthusiasm (positive) or frustration and anger (negative). I further 

propose that the change agent then uses emotion regulation strategies to further experience 

and express that initial emotional reaction, depending on the triggering situation and their 

desired outcome (Lawrence et al., 2011). The specific mechanisms of this process will be 

explored further and tested in Study 2. I also note the literature suggests that emotion 

regulation strategies can vary depending on if they are enacted as habitual strategies (trait 

related) or situational strategies (situation trait activated) (Gross & John, 2003). Indeed, as 

shown from the data reported in Study 1, the way change agents use emotion regulation 

strategies is dynamic and flexible, and can often depend on the situation at hand. The 
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dependant variables in the model (Figure 4.1) are the attitudinal outcomes for sustainability 

change agents, which include their job satisfaction, job engagement and turnover intentions, 

as well as their job performance (the extent to which they can successfully influence others) 

and finally, the potential for burnout. Overall, I argue that how sustainability change agents 

experience and express emotion determines their level of performance in achieving 

environmental outcomes in their companies.  

I acknowledge, however, that the study of emotions in the workplace is complex, and 

can be impacted by other variables (Ashkanasy, 2003; Lawrence et al., 2011). As a result, I 

offer two moderating variables in my model, one to capture individual differences and one to 

capture variation in how individuals are influenced by their different organisational contexts. 

At the individual level, the emotional intelligence (Mayer & Salovey, 1997) of sustainability 

change agents may moderate the relationship between the experience of emotion and emotion 

regulation strategies adopted. At the organisational level, I note that individuals are 

influenced by the emotional display norms around sustainability within the organisation they 

work, and argue that this can influence the relationship between the emotion regulation 

strategies the change agents’ adopt and their outcomes. These moderators conform to 

research conducted by Andersson and Bateman (2000) and Fineman and Sturdy (1999), who 

suggest that sustainability change agents can successfully influence green outcomes by 

varying the emotions they express. For example, I expect the relationship between the 

emotion experienced by a change agent in response to a triggering event and their work 

outcomes to vary according to a range of contexts, such as whether their role is situated in a 

green company with high tolerance for emotion expression relating to sustainability issues 

through to a company with limited acceptance of emotion relating to sustainability issues. 

Across this range of contexts, the individual’s level of emotional intelligence and the 
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organisation’s emotion display rules will have an influence on the eventual outcomes for 

sustainability change agents.  

In the following sections I outline the model in detail, supported by discussion of why 

each construct has been included and how they relate to each other. I also offer propositions 

for each pathway within the model.  

4.2.1 Emotion triggers for sustainability change agents 

In terms of the model and the context of this research, emotions are an important 

feature of how change agents influence others towards supporting sustainability agendas. 

Indeed, as shown in the findings of Study 1, sustainability change agents are subject to a 

range of experiences in their work that can potentially trigger emotional reactions. To 

understand the emotions and subsequent responses experienced by sustainability change 

agents, I base my arguments on Weiss & Cropanzano’s Affective Events Theory (1996). 

AET is an appropriate theoretical framework as it explains the first relationship in the model: 

that trigger events or situational cues will elicit emotions in sustainability change agents 

(Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). That is, events are described as having affective significance if 

they generate an emotional reaction or change in mood for an individual according to their 

perception of the event. These events precede a discrete emotional response, which in turn 

influences job attitudes and behaviours (Fisher & Ashkanasy, 2000; Weiss & Cropanzano, 

1996) (See Chapter 2 for more details).  In relation to this, I note that AET may also explain 

situational emotion regulation in my model. More specifically, AET proposes that employees 

have situationally driven emotional reactions to events that occur in work settings, with a 

direct influence on their behaviours and attitudes. In terms of the model and the context of 

my research, emotions are an important feature of change agent outcomes. Indeed, 

sustainability change agents are subject to a range of experiences in their work that can 
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potentially trigger emotional reactions (Blomfield et al., 2016) and how they manage these 

may affect their performance in the workplace.  

To date, studies have referred mainly to negative emotions being experienced by 

sustainability change agents in response to triggers or situations. Examples of the types of 

emotions experienced range from hopelessness about the deteriorating state of the 

environment as seen in doom and gloom news reports (Sonenshein et al., 2014; Wright & 

Nyberg, 2012), to frustration from dissonance between their own eco-centric values and the 

profitability/growth values of the organisation (Hoffman, 2003), to anger at resistance from 

other employees to their sustainability change initiatives (Wright & Nyberg, 2012; Visser & 

Crane, 2010). As seen in the previous chapter, a common challenge for sustainability change 

agents is facing resistance to their efforts to influence change, even in the case where it is 

their specific purpose of employment (Hoffman, 2003; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et al., 

2012). Wright et al. (2012) found the efforts of sustainability change agents can be 

compromised by the antagonistic attitudes of other employees and managers. These attitudes 

can range from scepticism and critique of the relevance of sustainability in business, 

particularly where messages of climate scepticism have been absorbed (Wright et al., 2012), 

to complacency and apathy (Sonenshein et al., 2014). This can be further amplified by the 

strong values held by sustainability change agents (for example, caring for the environment 

and social justice, the desire to make a positive difference and the urgency of the need to 

address climate change) (Wright & Nyberg, 2012; Visser & Crane, 2010).  

Sustainability change agents also must contend with the unique professional profile of 

working in the broader context of catastrophic climate change, rising extinction levels and 

growing social disruption (IPCC, 2014). As a result, change agents can feel emotions such as 

guilt, fear and hopelessness in the belief they are not making enough of a difference 

(Hoffman, 2003; Wright et al., 2012). Conversely, change agents can also feel hope, passion 
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and enthusiasm about influencing positive change, employee engagement and implementing 

green outcomes in their organisation (Wright & Nyberg, 2012). Clearly, prior research 

evidence suggests that sustainability change agents are likely to experience a variety of 

discrete emotions in their organisational role, both negative and positive.  As mentioned 

previously, prior research has not yet extensively considered the positive affective 

experiences of sustainability change agents. 

Findings from the interviews conducted in Study 1 support this prior research evidence, 

and extends our knowledge by demonstrating that sustainability change agents do experience 

a wide variety of discrete emotions in their work (as shown in Table 3.3, Chapter 3). The 

range of emotions identified through the interview process highlights and confirms that both 

positive and negative discrete emotions are an important feature of sustainability change 

agents’ experiences at work. My data from Study 1 show a more nuanced view of the range 

of experiences that can cause emotion, and the specific types of discrete emotion that are 

experienced.  

In further developing my model, I also focus on the intensity of emotional experience 

of change agents. In other words, it is not merely the valence of the emotion that matters 

primarily, but also how appropriate the intensity of the emotional display is for the situation 

(Jordan & Lindebaum, 2015; Koning & Van Kleef, 2015). For sustainability change agents, I 

argue that, on average, the emotions they experience in their work efforts will likely be of 

high intensity. Pratt and Dutton (2000) along with Russell and Griffiths (2008) support this 

idea, suggesting individuals who have strong ownership over an issue (such as environmental 

and sustainability issues) will experience and display more intense emotions in relation to 

that issue than if they had less ownership. Since change agents are typically very committed 

to their role and have strong environmental values (Egri & Herman, 2000; Wright & Nyberg, 

2012; Visser & Crane, 2010), they will have high ownership over these issues and, therefore, 
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experience more intense emotion. This holds with research on sustainability change agents, 

which as discussed earlier, shows these individuals do experience intense levels of emotion 

including anger, fear, hope and enthusiasm (Wright & Nyberg, 2012). This is further 

confirmed by findings from Study 1, which shows sustainability change agents hold a range 

of strong motivations that impact the intensity of emotion they experience in the role. 

Based on AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1998), I theorise that work related events and 

situational cues can cause sustainability change agents to experience intense emotional 

reactions. This is supported by the findings from Study 1 which highlights the range of 

discrete emotions experienced by change agents and prior evidence of sustainability change 

agents having intense emotional reactions to triggers and events in their work (Hoffman, 

2003; Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et al., 2012). I therefore develop 

the following proposition:  

Proposition 1: Events and situations will cause sustainability change agents to 

experience discrete positive and negative emotion in their work that vary in intensity. 

4.2.2 Expression of emotion through habitual and situational emotion regulation 

The literature identifies two different levels of emotion regulation – habitual and 

situational emotion regulation (Gross, 2013; Gross, 2015). “Habitual emotion regulation” is 

conceptualised and measured as a stable effect or individual difference construct, and has 

been the focus of the majority of emotion regulation research. This perspective on emotion 

regulation generally restricts its focus to broadly defined negative and positive affective 

dimensions. However, as Brans et al. (2013) and Gross (2015) and other researchers 

increasingly show, emotion regulation should also be viewed at the event level and in terms 

of specific discrete emotions. That is, it is viewed as “situational emotion regulation” (Brans 

et al., 2013; Gross, 2015). Furthermore, emotion regulation impacts various important 

outcomes, such as mental and physical health (Gross & Muñoz, 1995; Sapolsky, 2007), social 
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functioning (Eisenberg, Fabes, Guthrie, & Reiser, 2000), relationships (Murray, 2005), and 

work performance (Diefendorff, Hall, Lord, & Strean, 2000).  

While there is a difference in whether the process of emotion regulation is activated 

habitually or situationally, the process itself is the same for both levels. The first step of the 

process is the emotional experience or elicitation of the discrete emotion (for example, anger, 

frustration or excitement) within the individual in response to a trigger event or situational 

cue, which includes the psychological aspects (valence, intensity) and physical aspects of 

emotion (heart rate, blood pressure, neurological activity) (Lawrence et al., 2011). As 

outlined in Chapter 2, once an individual begins to experience an emotion, they can then 

regulate their emotion through a range of strategies (cognitive reappraisal, suppression and 

expression) to choose how they express that emotion and what the expressed emotion will be 

(Lawrence et al., 2011). Put another way, emotion regulation can be thought of as a judgment 

on whether the experience of a discrete emotion (how someone feels about the trigger or 

situational cue) is worth modifying to assist them in pursuing their goals (Tamir et.al., 2008). 

For example, a person can change their anger at an unfair decision to a sense of calm through 

cognitive reappraisal to assist the individual with accepting the decision, or it may be 

suppressed which may (over time) move the emotion from anger to despair. Drawing further 

on the work of Tamir et al. (2008), this could be described as an instrumental motive for 

emotion regulation whereby the individual is regulating their emotion to achieve the goal of 

accepting a decision. Indeed, there is a broad range of theoretical and empirical support for 

the relationship between a discrete emotion that has been generated and the modification of 

that discrete emotion through emotion regulation (Gross, 1998; Gross & John, 2003; Troth et 

al., 2018). 

With little evidence available from the literature that directly assesses the emotional 

responses of sustainability change agents, I draw on findings from Study 1 to examine 
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emotion regulation in sustainability change agents. For example, in Study 1, a sustainability 

change agent revealed that they felt frustrated about a recycling initiative being rejected by 

co-workers, but is committed to reducing waste in the organisation. Rather than letting the 

hurtful experience impede accomplishing their goals, the individual regulated the emotional 

experience by suppressing the expression of a negative emotion and deciding not to be as 

affected by it and then sought another way to pursue the objective. Conversely, data from 

Study 1 also outlined the experience of a sustainability change agent who felt very passionate 

and excited about the opportunity to implement office greening practices and fulfil their 

change-making aspirations, but also knew that other employees in the organisation were 

balancing a range of priorities for the organisation that may not be compatible with the 

sustainability objective. In regulating their emotional expression, the change agent used 

expression modulation to intensify their feeling of excitement around the opportunity to 

improve environmental performance and used their enthusiasm to encourage others to 

consider the economic benefits for employees reducing waste. 

In summary, according to emotion regulation frameworks (Lawrence et al., 2011), and 

empirical evidence gathered in Study 1, how sustainability change agents decide to 

experience emotion in response to trigger events and situations will impact on their eventual 

expression of emotion, and the success of their subsequent behaviour. Put another way, to 

produce the appropriate display of emotion for achieving their goals, a change agent must 

first be aware of the emotions they are experiencing, know how these emotions impact their 

change efforts, and express that emotion accordingly. Therefore, emotion regulation is 

critical in how sustainability change agents influence change.  

In addition, I consider both habitual and situational levels of emotion regulation used 

by sustainability change agents. Indeed, the consideration of static and dynamic influences is 

becoming an increasingly common way of looking at emotion regulation in organisational 
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behaviour (Geddes & Callister, 2007; Murphy & Young, 2018; Tamir et.al, 2008). A review 

of the literature shows that the difference between habitual and situational emotion regulation 

has not been examined in any research on sustainability change agents. This approach to 

considering both modes of emotion regulation acknowledges both are impactful. Therefore, 

in developing my model, I accounted for how affective events can trigger two different types 

of emotion regulation (habitual and situational) with subsequent consequences for 

performance and wellbeing of sustainability change agents. Based on these arguments, my 

next proposition is: 

Proposition 2: The discrete emotions initially experienced by sustainability change 

agents will be regulated by using both habitual and situational emotion regulation 

strategies. 

4.2.3 Outcomes of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents 

Examining the next path in my model, I now discuss emotion regulation strategies in 

relation to a range of salient outcomes for sustainability change agents. These dependent 

variables account for a variety of personal and professional outcomes for sustainability 

change agents. In terms of attitudinal variables, I examine job satisfaction, turnover intention 

and engagement as these three variables have been shown in research to have significant 

outcomes for both the employee and the organisations they work for (Brunetto, Teo, 

Shacklock & Farr-Wharton, 2012). The job performance variable, as conceptualised in my 

model, is a specific construct that reflects how well these individuals are able to influence 

stakeholders about green issues and initiatives and sustainability outcomes. Finally, in terms 

of the personal outcomes for the individual, based on the data collected in Study 1, I propose 

burnout as a significant potential outcome to examine for change agents.  

In terms of the job performance construct in my model, research shows that effectively 

influencing stakeholders is a significant part of the work of sustainability change agents (Egri 



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 93 

& Herman, 2000; Knight & Paterson, 2018). While previous qualitative studies have implied 

a relationship between emotion regulation and the ability to successfully implement 

sustainability initiatives (Wright & Nyberg, 2012), they have not used methods to collect 

evidence to uncover the specific emotion regulation strategies that influence this part of the 

process. One of the aims of Study 1 was to address this evidence gap. The data presented in 

Chapter 3 provides more detailed empirical data to support the relationship between emotion 

regulation strategies and a range of change agent outcomes including professional attitudes 

and performance. Now, I examine the range of dependent variables and their relationships 

with emotion regulation.  

4.2.3.1 Change agent attitudes 

When looking at differences in work attitudes for individuals, job satisfaction, job 

engagement and turnover intentions are common outcome variables in emotion regulation 

research (see for example, Cote & Morgan, 2002; Fisk & Friesen, 2012; Lawrence et al., 

2011). In the context of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents, there is either 

very limited or no research that contemplates these relationships. Therefore, I look to emotion 

regulation literature more broadly to develop the next proposition.   

Empirical research on the relationship between managing emotions at work and job 

outcomes has mixed findings, with some studies showing positive effects (Cote & Morgan, 

2002) and other showing negative effects (Ashforth & Humprey, 1993), or the outcomes are 

dependant on the emotion regulation strategy being used (Grandey, 2000). For example, a 

longitudinal study by Cote and Morgan (2002) found using the emotion regulation strategy of 

suppression on unpleasant emotions leads to a decrease in job satisfaction, which in turn 

increases intentions to quit, while using the emotion regulation strategy of cognitive 

reappraisal to amplify pleasant emotions increases job satisfaction. While Zapf and Holz 

(2006) showed that having to display positive emotions in service interactions related 
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positively to employees’ personal accomplishment and job engagement. However, in general, 

those who report high levels of emotion regulation with customers may be less satisfied with 

their jobs (Ashforth & Humprey, 1993). This is supported by Gross and John (2003), who 

showed that suppression consistently has poor outcomes for individuals’ over time. The range 

of literature reported here supports the relationship between emotion regulation strategies and 

a range of salient work attitudes. Therefore, my next general proposition is: 

P3: The use of emotion regulation strategies by sustainability change agents will 

influence their level of job satisfaction, job engagement and turnover intentions 

4.2.3.2 Performance 

In the context of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents, there is some 

existing research that considers the outcome variable of job performance. For example, a 

study by Andersson and Bateman (2000) to understand the process of successful 

championing of environmental issues in organisations included an aspect of the emotional 

process of environmental leadership. Specifically, they looked at how environmental leaders 

display emotion in their efforts to influence change. They found that dramatic and emotional 

displays reduced the effectiveness of change agents in influencing green outcomes. On the 

other hand, arguments built on rational persuasion and more controlled displayed emotions in 

a formal and businesslike manner were more influential (Andersson & Bateman, 2000). 

Similarly, Fineman and Sturdy (1999) found sustainability change agents when attempting to 

influence others needed to frequently restrain their emotions around environmental issues in 

order to be taken seriously and influence change in their organisations. Finally, Wright and 

Nyberg’s (2012) conducted a study on emotions involved with the work of corporate 

sustainability specialists, they found these professionals felt strong positive and negative 

emotions with respect to their work activities. Again, the change agents had to modify or 
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suppress their emotions to avoid being seen as overly emotional or passionate in their work 

(Wright & Nyberg, 2012).  

Together, these studies indicate that success as a sustainability change agent involves 

the calculated use of emotional expression in efforts to influence others and implement 

organisational change with respect to environmental issues (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; 

Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). While the specific emotion regulation 

strategies have not been considered in these studies, emotion regulation theory can potentially 

explain these outcomes in terms of modifying emotional expressions according to the 

individual’s goals to influence change (Lawrence et al., 2011; Tamir et al., 2008).  

Indeed, job performance is identified as a key outcome variable in emotion regulation 

theory more broadly (Grandey, 2000). An important distinction to make when theorising 

about the effects of the relationships between emotion regulation and performance is that the 

link to performance depends on the specific emotion regulation strategy that is chosen (Cote, 

Moon & Miners, 2008). For example, the findings of a study by Mulki, Jaramillo, Goad & 

Pesquera (2015) show that when salespeople regulate emotions, it reduces interpersonal 

conflict and felt stress, which leads to higher performance. Another study by Brown, 

Westbrook and Challagalla (2005) found that suppressing negative emotion reduced the 

adverse effects of negative emotions on job performance, and that venting (expressing 

negative feelings to others) decreased job performance. Consequently, I propose that: 

Proposition 4: The use of different emotion regulation strategies by sustainability 

change agents will influence their job performance.  

4.2.3.3 Burnout 

As shown in Study 1 (Chapter 3), sustainability change agents experience intense, 

emotion-laden interactions on a daily basis and have a great number of emotional demands in 

their role. The stress and emotional demands associated with being a sustainability change 
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agent can lead to emotional exhaustion, cynical attitudes about their work, reduced feelings 

of personal accomplishment, and lower job satisfaction. Indeed, many participants in this 

study referred to the emotional rollercoaster of regulating emotion in their efforts to influence 

change, and the resultant impact the continual highs, lows and reappraisal has on their 

wellbeing. I therefore include the variable of burnout in the model based on findings from 

Study 1.  

The construct of burnout was first conceptualised by Maslach (1986) and consists of 

three components - emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and reduced personal 

accomplishment. Emotional exhaustion refers to feeling emotionally drained by intense 

interactions; depersonalization refers to negative or uncaring attitudes toward others; and 

personal accomplishment pertains to a decrease (or increase) in one’s sense of proficiency in 

working with people (Maslach, 1986; Maslach, Jackson, Leiter, Schaufeli & Schwab, 1986). 

In emotion regulation literature more broadly, several theorists have argued that emotion 

regulation may also induce stress in workers (e.g., Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; 

Hochschild,1983; Schiebe & Zacher, 2013). Theorists have proposed that emotional 

dissonance is psychologically taxing (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Hochschild, 1983; 

Morris & Feldman, 1996). Two field studies found that self-reports of emotional dissonance 

are associated with high emotional exhaustion, low organisational commitment, and low job 

satisfaction (Abraham, 1999; Morris & Feldman, 1997). Showing the importance of emotions 

to burnout, I note that emotional exhaustion is one of the core burnout dimensions (Maslach, 

Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). I therefore develop the following proposition: 

Proposition 5: The excessive use of emotion regulation strategies by sustainability 

change agents will influence their level of burnout. 
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4.2.4 The moderating effect of emotional intelligence and organisational display rules 

Generally, I have proposed that sustainability change agents who experience and 

express emotions using appropriate emotion regulation strategies are likely to be more 

successful in their efforts to influence sustainability outcomes. There are, however, other 

factors that can influence these outcomes.  For instance, there are variations of organisational 

contexts within which sustainability change agents work, as well as variations in terms of 

skills, abilities and individual differences across practitioners. For sustainability change 

agents, their individual differences (e.g. emotional intelligence) and the level of support for 

sustainability within their organisation have been shown to have a strong effect on their 

occupational experience, and how successful they are at influencing sustainability outcomes 

(Egri & Herman, 2000; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; Ramus & Steger, 2000).  These 

factors also emerged as issues during my interviews (Study 1, Chapter 3).  I argue that these 

factors also have a role to play in how sustainability change agents experience emotion and 

activate the process of emotion regulation. I therefore include these variables in my model 

and propose their effect on the emotional process of sustainability change agency. 

4.2.4.1 Emotional intelligence 

Emotional intelligence has a direct connection to how individuals manage the process 

of experiencing, expressing and regulating emotion in response to trigger events (Barrett & 

Gross, 2001; Cote et al., 2006; Lawrence et al., 2011). That is, emotional intelligence is the 

underlying ability that allows an employee to successfully perform emotion regulation by 

utilising emotion regulation strategies. Individuals high in emotional intelligence have greater 

awareness of the spectrum of emotions on which they can draw and are more adept at 

shaping their emotions (Peña-Sarrionandia et al., 2015). Furthermore, individuals with higher 

emotional intelligence are not only more able to regulate their emotions successfully when 

necessary but can do so flexibly (Troth et al., 2018).  Indeed, researchers theorise that 
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individuals with higher emotional intelligence are better equipped to engage in emotion 

regulation in order to satisfy emotion display rules of the organisation and select the 

appropriate emotion regulation strategy (Grandey, 2000; Troth et al., 2018).  

Emotional intelligence is an important factor that describes an individual’s ability to 

detect and manage emotional cues and information when enacting emotion regulation 

(Lawrence et al., 2011).  These skills are also important for sustainability change agents 

undertaking their job responsibilities (see Study 1, Chapter 3). Emotional intelligence, 

therefore, determines how aware change agents are of the dynamics of emotional display 

rules in organisations around sustainability issues and how sustainability change agents use 

different emotion regulation strategies to achieve their goals. Indeed, the inclusion of 

emotional intelligence in a model of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents is 

further supported by findings from Study 1. I thus make the following proposition: 

P6: Emotional intelligence will moderate the relationship between experience of 

emotion and emotion regulation. 

4.2.4.2 Organisational display rules 

Research suggests the sustainability-orientation of the organisation shapes the 

sustainability goals of the organisation, and in turn, the emotional display rules around 

sustainability (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; Ramus & 

Steger, 2000; Sharma, 2000). For example, Ramus and Steger (2000) confirmed that in 

organisations where an environmental policy was established, environmental change agents 

demonstrated greater willingness to promote green initiatives. In addition, Egri and Herman 

(2000) found that the presence of environmental policy was a signal for encouragement and 

acceptance of green activities within the organisation. On the other hand, Egri and Herman 

also (2000) found that organisations driven by bureaucratic modes of governance were less 

receptive to environmental leadership activities. As to how these organisational contexts 
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impact emotional display rules, research by Fineman (1996) found that emotions about 

environmental issues could be displayed freely in organisations with higher support for 

sustainability. That is, where the organisation has a strong sustainability agenda, displays of 

more intense emotions (e.g., passion, outrage) to implement sustainability initiatives may be 

well received (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Ramus & Steger, 2000). Conversely, Fineman 

(1996) also found that emotions had to be restrained or withheld in conditions were there was 

low support for sustainability.  

Indeed, findings from Study 1 showed that varying levels of organisational support for 

sustainability issues can be linked to different emotional display rules around sustainability. 

That is, the level of support for sustainability from the organisation contributes to emotional 

display rules and moderate what are appropriate or inappropriate expression of emotion by 

change agents over sustainability issues, thus informing which emotion regulation strategy is 

required to comply with the display rules. This is also supported by emotion regulation 

literature more broadly, which contends that people regulate their emotions and emotional 

displays to conform with the norms and expectations of the workplace, as well as demands of 

their role (Diefendorff & Richard, 2003). I apply these findings to my model to argue for the 

moderating effect of organisational display rules on how sustainability change agents regulate 

their experience of emotion. This leads to my final proposition: 

P7: Organisational display rules around sustainability will moderate the relationship 

between the experience of emotion and the way in which change agents regulate their 

emotion  

4.3 Chapter conclusion 

In this chapter, I have developed a broad theoretical framework to understand the use of 

emotion regulation by sustainability change agents at work. Drawing on support from the 

literature and the findings of Study 1, this framework draws on AET and posits emotion 
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regulation as a critical construct which explains how sustainability change agents experience 

and express emotion in relation to a number of salient change agent outcomes. It also posits 

emotional intelligence and organisational display rules as two key moderating variables. In 

the following chapter, I use this broad framework as a basis for testing specific parts of 

framework in Study 2.
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CHAPTER 5:  STUDY 2 - Examining the impact of situational regulation of passion and 
frustration on sustainability change agent outcomes. 

5.1 Chapter introduction 

My aim in Study 2 is to better understand the outcomes for sustainability change agents 

who engage in emotion regulation in their day to day work. To meet this aim, I quantitatively 

test a theoretical model that links the mechanisms of emotion regulation to the experience of 

sustainability change agents when attempting to achieve sustainability objectives. In Study 1, 

presented in Chapter 3, I explored the general perceptions of sustainability change agents in 

relation to affective events and emotion regulation. Then in Chapter 4, I developed a broad 

theoretical model and propositions from a combination of Study 1 and my review of the 

literature (Chapter 2). I now draw on the model developed in Chapter 4 to consider specific 

events and the discrete emotions of passion and frustration (as derived from Study 1) to 

provide a more robust understanding and test of the emotional processes involved in working 

as a sustainability change agent. I also examine the strategies through which the emotional 

experiences of those change agents might be regulated to allow them to more successfully 

influence sustainability outcomes. To attain this insight, I used a positivist design proposing 

hypotheses and completed statistical testing of the theoretical model.  

Although previous research has established, in broad terms, the importance of effective 

emotion regulation for sustainability change agents (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Wright & 

Nyberg, 2012), there is a gap between this conceptual understanding and empirical 

knowledge on which emotion regulation strategies are more effective. Therefore, in this study 

I further examine how sustainability change agents regulate emotion (RQ2) and which 

emotion regulation strategies lead to better outcomes for the performance of sustainability 

change agents (RQ4). Research Question 2 was first considered qualitatively in Study 1 to 
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explore the constructs and relationships involved in that RQ. This chapter builds on the 

knowledge gained in Study 1 to address the following research questions together:  

RQ2: How do sustainability change agents regulate emotion when promoting 

sustainability initiatives? 

RQ4: Which emotion regulation strategies enhance the performance of sustainability 

change agents when promoting sustainability initiatives? 

Providing quantitative examination of this research question in Study 2 also allows for 

confirmation of the specific variables and relationships examined in Study 1 and presented in 

developing my theoretical model in Chapter 4.   

5.2 Model and hypothesis development for testing 

In Chapter 4, I outlined a theoretical model underpinned by Affective Events Theory 

(Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) and emotion regulation theory (Gross, 1998). To reiterate, the 

emotion regulation process is activated for sustainability change agents by a triggering event 

or situational cue that elicits an emotional reaction in the change agent. Change agents 

experience and express emotion in an emotion regulation process that impacts on both their 

attitudes (for example, job satisfaction, turnover intention and engagement), their personal 

wellbeing and their success as change agents (for example, job performance). As discussed in 

Section 4.2.2, consideration at the individual level (between persons level) of emotion 

regulation focusses on more stable, trait like variables to evaluate the effects of habitual 

emotion regulation, while a focus at the event level of emotion regulation captures the effects 

of within person variation on situational emotion regulation (Gross, 1998; Gross; 2015).  

In this study, I focus solely on situational emotional regulation. This is due to the 

indication from participants in Study 1 that their emotion regulation was often tied to specific 

situations and contexts, which aligns with the definition of situational emotional regulation 

(Gross, 1998; Gross; 2015). Furthermore, this provides a novel view on the emotion 
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regulation strategies used by sustainability change agents, and is further supported by calls 

for emotion regulation research to expand beyond the focus on habitual emotion regulation to 

account for the more flexible and spontaneous use of such strategies through situational 

emotion regulation (Gross, 2015; Kobylinska & Kusev, 2019). Specifically, I designed a 

study to enable examination of the effects of situational emotion regulation in the context of 

the discrete emotions of passion and frustration. 

Overall, I theorise that sustainability change agents are required to regulate their 

emotional experience and expression of positive and negative emotions (in this case, passion 

and frustration) when implementing their change efforts to successfully influence green 

outcomes. I also continue to propose two moderators in my model, one linked to individual 

differences and the other to the organisation display rules around sustainability that impact on 

individuals. With respect to individual differences, I argue that how sustainability change 

agents experience the emotions generated by their work may be moderated by the individual 

difference of emotional intelligence. With respect to differences in organisational context, the 

perceived emotional display rules of the change agent’s organisation may have a moderating 

effect on their choice of emotion regulation strategies. The model on which this study is 

designed is derived from the overarching theoretical model presented in Chapter 4 (Figure 

4.1), and outlined in Figure 5.1 below. 

 

 



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 104 

 
 

Figure 5.1: Model of situational emotion regulation of passion and frustration 
for sustainability change agents 

A major aim of Study 2 is to investigate the role and effect of emotion regulation as a 

dynamic and variable construct that captures a change agent’s situational use of emotion 

regulation strategies on their work outcomes. Specifically, the model tested in Study 2 is 

designed to assess which situational emotion regulation strategies lead to better job outcomes 

for sustainability change agents. As outlined in Chapter 4, situational emotion regulation 

refers to differences in how an individual regulates emotions in a specific situation (Gross & 

John, 2003). This is distinguishable from the regulation of emotions through habitual (or trait 

related) tendencies. That is, situational emotion regulation is a temporary reaction directly in 

response to specific situations and contexts (Gross, 1998; Gross; 2015). The three main 

emotion regulation strategies examined in this study are reappraisal, suppression and 

expression. In Chapter 4, I argued that emotion is an important signal of the importance or 

relevance of an event, and therefore an essential element that influences our behaviours and 

how we communicate (Ashkanasy, 2003; Clore, 1994). I seek to test this assertion by 

examining how sustainability professionals regulate and express emotion in their work to 
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determine if this impacts job performance, and specifically how they successfully implement 

sustainability initiatives. 

To this end, I now consider in more detail which situational emotion regulation 

strategies lead to better outcomes for the wellbeing and performance of sustainability change 

agents. In viewing the situational form of the model presented above in Figure 5.1, situational 

emotion regulation is positioned as a mediating variable. In the next section, I consider the 

direct effects of the discrete emotions of passion and frustration on the professional and 

personal outcomes of performance and burnout. However, in line with accepted conventions 

in positivist research to create parsimonious models, I will not directly hypothesise these 

relationships as they will be implicit in developing the mediating relationships. Second, I 

consider the mediating effect of situational emotion regulation of passion and frustration on 

these relationships, and finally, I consider the moderating effects of emotional intelligence 

and organisational display rules. 

5.2.1 The direct effects passion and frustration on change agent outcomes 

Rather than broadly consider positive and negative emotions (which has been inferred 

in previous research), I examine the impact of situational emotional regulation strategies on 

the initial experience of the discrete emotions of passion and frustration in response to 

specific situations faced by sustainability change agents. The two discrete emotions being 

investigated (passion and frustration) were selected based on the findings of Study 1 (Chapter 

3). These two discrete emotions have particular relevance as they were frequently mentioned 

by participants along linkage to their experience of trying to influence change. In addition to 

narrowing the focus of this study to the discrete emotions of passion and frustration, I also 

narrow the view of change agent outcomes to focus on the dependent variables of 

performance and burnout. My focus on performance and burnout is based on these variables 

being situationally based (as per how these variables are operationalised in the methods 
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section by being linked to discrete emotions arising from specific events,) as opposed to 

employee attitudes (as illustrated in Figure 4.1) which, while influenced by situations, may be 

subject to other factors as well. 

As noted in my literature review (Chapter 2) and in my model development (Chapter 4) 

the focus on emotion regulation exclusively considering positive or negative affect has been a 

limitation in past research (for debate on this point see Elfenbein, 2007; Lindebaum & 

Jordan, 2012; Solomon, 2007). Basically, the aggregation of emotion into broad categories of 

positive and negative emotions restricts our understanding of phenomena and removes our 

ability to interpret findings at a finer level of analysis as, for instance, negative emotions can 

include sadness, anger and fear, all of which are very different in genesis and often in 

outcomes (Lindebaum & Jordan, 2012). Examining two discrete emotions at the same time 

conforms to the theoretical framework of AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) as these discrete 

emotions (passion and frustration) have contrasting valence (Dasborough, 2006), in that one 

is an ‘uplift’ affective event (passion) and one is a negative ‘hassle’ affective event 

(frustration) (Ashkanasy & Daus, 2002).  

Passion is a prevalent discrete emotion experienced by sustainability change agents in 

their professional lives. As reported in Study 1 (Chapter 3) this group’s work efforts require 

individual dedication and commitment to the cause of corporate sustainability often to 

overcome challenging work conditions (Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright et al., 2012). Study 1 

also confirmed this group were motivated by a strong love of nature and desire to make a 

difference which includes passion (see also Egri & Herman, 2000; Hoffman, 2003). There is 

extensive mention of passion as an experience in Study 1, in which sustainability change 

agents expressed accounts of how their passion for their work impacted both positive and 

negative workplace experiences (see Chapter 3 for examples).  
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Indeed, passion at work is now a well-researched phenomenon and can be defined as a 

feeling that is highly intense and positive, similar to excitement, elation, and joy (Cardon, 

Wincent, Singh & Drnovsek, 2009). Existing research from organisational behaviour shows 

that passion at work can lead to positive outcomes at work such as job performance 

(Dubreuil, Forest & Courcy, 2014) and job engagement (Ho & Astakhova, 2018), and serve 

as a protective factor against burnout (Vallerand, Paquet, Philippe & Charest, 2010) 

However, the experience of passion can also result in psychological costs in the form of 

burnout (Trépanier, Fernet, Austin, Forest, & Vallerand, 2014; Vallerand et al., 2010) due to 

the sometimes obsessive elements of passion that are experienced by some individuals. For 

the purpose of developing my hypothesis, I draw on the findings from the literature and 

Study 1 specifically looking at the sustainable change agent context that support the positive 

relationship between passion and performance and the negative relationship between passion 

and burnout. The passion - burnout relationship is supported extensively in the literature 

(Birkeland & Buch, 2015; Lavigne, Forest, & Crevier-Braud, 2012; Vallerand et al., 2010). 

On this basis, it is expected that passion is positively related to job performance and also 

negatively related to burnout. 

Another discrete emotion to feature heavily in the experience of sustainability change 

agents is frustration. This feeling arises as part of the range of challenges change agents face 

(including resistance to change and scepticism from other employees and the organisation), 

and has been shown to lead to detrimental outcomes of stress, burnout and decreased success 

in their role (Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010). This is again supported by the 

findings of Study 1, in which sustainability change agents expressed accounts of how their 

feelings of frustration impacted their workplace experiences (see Chapter 3 for examples). In 

other organisational behaviour literature, frustration in the workplace is shown to have a 

detrimental impact on job performance (Fox & Spector, 1999). LePine, Zhang, Crawford and 
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Rich (2016) argue this is because negative motivational states like disengagement and low 

self-confidence will be created from emotions such as frustration, thereby negatively 

influencing job performance. This is supported by empirical evidence in studies by LePine, 

Podsakoff and LePine (2005) as well as Rodell and Judge (2009). The effect created by the 

experience of negative emotions extends from job performance to have further impact on 

individuals’ sense of emotional wellbeing. This is supported by research across the fields of 

nursing (Szczygiel & Mikolajczak, 2018), policing (Basi´nska, Wiciak & Dåderman, 2014) 

and business management (Zhao et al., 2019), which shows that negative emotions like 

frustration increase the likelihood of an employee having job burnout. Taken together, the 

research findings and arguments above lead to the following conclusion that frustration will 

be negatively related to job performance and positively related to burnout. 

5.2.2 The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies 

In developing the theoretical model in Chapter 4, I made a proposition for the general 

relationship between habitual and situational emotion regulation and change agent outcomes 

including change agent attitudes, job performance and burnout. In developing specific 

hypotheses for my second study, I argue that sustainability change agents can regulate and 

manage their emotional responses using situational strategies to help achieve their goals to 

implement environmental initiatives in organisations (Lawrence et al., 2011; Tamir et al., 

2008). That is, situational cues inform an individual’s decision regarding the emotional 

regulation strategy required (Lawrence et al., 2011) to achieve a given outcome.	This focus is 

in line with Gross’ (2013) call for emotion regulation research to expand beyond the focus on 

habitual emotion regulation (a trait type focus) to account for the more flexible and 

spontaneous use of such strategies through situational emotion regulation. On this basis, I 

examine potential situational strategies in the model developed in Figure 5.1 to regulate 
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passion and frustration with the aim of understanding the role of emotion regulation in the 

context of these two discrete emotions.  

Taking the arguments developed in Section 5.2.1 above that established the direct 

effects between passion and performance/burnout and frustration and performance/burnout, I 

now discuss the inclusion of situational emotion regulation strategies as a mediator to these 

relationships. There is limited empirical research to draw on in relation to the effects 

situational emotion regulation has on the outcome variables selected for this study. This is, in 

part, due to the dominance of a paradigm in which emotion regulation research focusses on 

the construct as a static construct (Gross, 2015). There are some relevant studies to draw on, 

however, to examine the effect of situational regulation. For example, Srivastava, Tamir, 

McGonigal, John and Gross (2009) explicitly considered the dynamic use of suppression 

during the transition of individuals from a high school and home town environment to 

college. As part of the considerable change students’ experience during this transition, they 

increasingly used suppression to construct new friendship networks. In another study, 

Feinberg, Willer, Antonenko, and John (2012) considered the effects of spontaneous emotion 

regulation where participants were required to make moral judgments about a variety of 

disgusting (but not unethical) behaviours. They found some individuals had spontaneously 

used reappraisal to down-regulate their disgust response and, in turn, made less affectively 

driven and therefore less moralistic judgments about the behaviours. Together, these studies 

support the consideration of situational emotion regulation in the study of emotion regulation 

phenomena in response to specific types of events and to specific types of discrete emotions. 

Therefore, rather than make specific hypotheses about the effect of each situational emotion 

regulation strategy, I make more general hypotheses as follows to allow for ease of 

interpretation in this emerging area of empirical research:  
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H1a: The positive relationship between passion and job performance will be mediated 

by situational reappraisal, expression and suppression. 

H1b: The negative relationship between passion and burnout will be mediated by 

situational reappraisal, expression and suppression. 

H2a: The negative relationship between frustration and job performance will be 

mediated by reappraisal, expression and suppression. 

H2b: The positive relationship between frustration and burnout will be mediated by 

situational reappraisal, expression and suppression. 

5.2.3 The moderating effect of emotional intelligence 

After establishing the theoretical relationship between emotional intelligence and the 

process of emotion regulation in Section 4.2.4 in Chapter 4, I now consider the specific 

effects of emotional intelligence in relation to the moderating effect of emotional intelligence 

on situational emotion regulations strategies. To reiterate the theorising developed in Chapter 

4, an important aspect of emotional intelligence is the ability for an individual to manage 

emotions, with individuals high in emotional intelligence able to shape their emotions more 

easily and have more emotion regulation strategies at their disposal (Barrett & Gross, 2001; 

Cote et al., 2006). Furthermore, there are differences between individuals in how they use 

emotion regulation strategies (Gross & John, 2003). For example, one individual may 

typically avoid situations that prompt negative emotions, while another individual may shift 

attention away from disturbing elements of a situation in order to down-regulate negative 

emotions. On this basis, the assumption is that those higher in emotional intelligence would 

be more likely use adaptive emotion regulation strategies, and that their application of 

emotion regulation is more likely to be successful and lead to positive job and personal 

outcomes. This is supported by a meta-analysis by Peña-Sarrionandia et al. (2015), who 
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found that individuals higher in emotional intelligence were able to manage their emotions 

more effectively and that their use of reappraisal and expression strategies were more 

successful. I apply this moderating effect of emotional intelligence to the hypotheses linking 

situational emotion regulation strategies and the outcomes for change agent attitudes 

developed in the previous section: 

H3a: Passion towards a sustainability event is positively related to job performance 

through the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression and suppression, and 

the relationship is moderated by emotional intelligence. 

H3b: Passion towards a sustainability event is negatively related to burnout through 

the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression and suppression, and the 

relationship is moderated by emotional intelligence. 

H3c: Frustration towards a sustainability event is negatively related to job 

performance through the indirect effects situational reappraisal, expression and 

suppression, and the relationship is moderated by emotional intelligence. 

H3d: Frustration towards a sustainability event is positively related to burnout through 

the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression and suppression, and the 

relationship is moderated by emotional intelligence. 

5.2.4 The moderating effect of organisational display rules  

I initially established the theoretical relationship between organisational display rules 

and the process of emotion regulation when developing my overarching theoretical model in 

Section 4.2.4 in Chapter 4. I now consider the effects of organisational display rules 

specifically in relation to situational emotion regulation strategies. Display rules provide the 

standards for the appropriate expression of emotions in the workplace, which in turn leads 

individuals to regulate their emotions and emotional displays to conform to these norms and 
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expectations, as well as the demands of their role (Diefendorff & Richard, 2003). Display 

rules can be formally established (e.g., ways of greeting customers in service settings) or they 

can be established informally (e.g., established norms around displays of excessive anger at 

work). The key is that, if individuals perceive there are strong normative expectations (formal 

or informal) to display particular emotions (or to suppress particular emotions), their actual 

emotional displays should reflect these perceptions, thereby influencing the emotion 

regulation strategies that individuals use and the subsequent impact on their job outcomes.  

When a change agent expresses emotions consistent with those of the organisational 

display rules through cognitive reappraisal or a natural expression of their feelings, this 

creates less dissonance for the individual and thus less processing demands, resulting in 

better outcomes for them overall (Goodwin, Groth, & Frenkel, 2011). On the other hand, if a 

change agent perceives there is an expectation to consistently display positive emotions in 

their role, they may need to suppress any negative emotions, which can then result in poorer 

job outcomes for individuals (Gross & John, 2003). Empirical support for this is provided by 

both early research from (Hochschild, 1979) and more recent work from Lee, An and Noh 

(2015), who found that the emotional display rules of the organisation influenced the emotion 

regulation strategies used by flight attendants, which in turn affected their professional 

outcomes of job burnout and work performance. Specifically, the display rules of the airline 

required flight attendants to express more positive emotions and restrain any negative 

feelings. They found that when flight attendants had to suppress their genuine emotion to 

comply with the display rules of the organisation, there was a negative impact on job 

performance and satisfaction (Lee et al., 2015. The underlying mechanism the authors used to 

explain this effect was that the display rules required the flight attendants to consistently fake 

positive emotions, they then came across as inauthentic, which consequently lowered 

performance. 
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Examples of this in the context of sustainability change agents can be drawn from the 

literature in this area and from the findings of Study 1, which showed the level of support for 

sustainability from the organisation will contribute to emotional display rules and moderate 

what will be appropriate or inappropriate expression of emotion by change agents over 

sustainability issues (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman, 1996). I apply this moderating 

effect of organisational display rules to the process of situational emotion regulation for 

sustainability change agents to develop the following hypotheses: 

H4a: Passion towards a sustainability event is positively related to job performance 

through the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression and suppression, and 

the relationship is moderated by display rules. 

H4b: Passion towards a sustainability event is negatively related to burnout through 

the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression and suppression, and the 

relationship is moderated by display rules. 

H4c: Frustration towards a sustainability event is negatively related to job 

performance through the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression and 

suppression, and the relationship is moderated by display rules. 

H4d: Frustration towards a sustainability event is positively related to burnout through 

the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression and suppression, and the 

relationship is moderated by display rules. 

5.3 Method 

In positivist research, establishing relationships between variables is typically achieved 

through quantitative testing of a theoretical model (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). To fulfil this 

approach, Study 2 uses a cross sectional design incorporating a split administration survey 

based on existing measures to test my hypotheses. Surveys are typically used in quantitative 
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research and include a range of measures which represent the various constructs in the model 

to be tested using a data collection instrument (Creswell, 2003). In my study, the data 

collection is split across two time points to minimize common method variance (Podsakoff, 

MacKenzie, Lee & Podsakoff, 2003). This research design is appropriate, as it obtains data 

that can describe a set of conditions at a particular point in time and account for the different 

approaches to evaluating the effects of individual level differences (emotional intelligence 

and display rules) as well as situational emotion regulation. The overall length of the 

instrument, skip patterns, and the possibility of question ordering effects was also considered 

in developing the survey to improve the quality of the data and to help overcome Common 

Method Bias (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian 2014; Fowler, 2008; Jordan & Troth, 2019).  

The focus for the survey administered at Time 1 (Appendix F) was on stable individual 

differences (emotional intelligence and display rules), while the basis for the survey 

administered at Time 2 (Appendix G) was the situational emotion regulation strategies in 

response to the discrete emotions of passion and relating to a specific situation, and the 

effects on performance and burnout. The measures to be included in the surveys are existing 

measures that have been validated with appropriate reliability. 

5.3.1 Procedure 

The procedure for this study was approved by the Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee (GU Ref No: 2016/452).  Data were collected via online surveys from 

sustainability change agents working in organisations including corporations, consultancies 

or non-government organisations. To help recruit relevant participants, I engaged the 

International Society of Sustainability Professionals (ISSP), which has over 700 members 

registered to the society, over 2600 members following the official ISSP LinkedIn page and 

hosts an annual conference. ISSP distributed an invitation to the survey through their monthly 

newsletter and through their LinkedIn page. Prospective participants received an email, either 
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directly from the researcher or via ISSP, with a link to an online survey hosted through the 

survey administration platform LimeSurvey. This created a unique identifier for each 

participant to ensure anonymity and to allow the two surveys administered as a part of the 

split administration to be matched. Information about the survey and consent are included as 

Appendix E. 

There are a number of ethical concerns associated with the data collection techniques 

used in this research study as personal experiences of the participants are involved. These 

include consent, confidentiality, researcher-participant relationships and communication 

(Creswell, 2003). If such matters are not managed appropriately, possible consequences 

include participant discomfort and confidentiality breach. Participants were advised that 

completion of this survey would be inferred by the researcher as informed consent. 

Participation was voluntary on the part of each individual once they received the invitation. 

Informed consent has been obtained by providing participants with information on the project 

intent and advice that they can withdraw from the studies at any time without penalty. To 

ensure confidentiality, all data were de-identified by using a participant code. Data were 

secured both physically by being held in locked storage in an office, and electronically by 

using encrypted online file storage.  

At Time 1, the online survey collected variables including emotional intelligence and 

organisational display rules. In the Time 1 survey, I also collected a number of demographic 

variables including age, gender, position title, organisational climate, seniority and 

experience in the field. The full survey instrument for Time 1 is included in Appendix F. 

Approximately two weeks after participants completed Survey 1, a second survey link was 

emailed to all participants who completed Survey 1 to collect data relating to situational 

emotion regulation strategies. I collected data on their experience of passion and frustration at 

work, as well as the situational emotion regulation strategies they used and their perceptions 
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of how this impacted their job performance and experience of burnout in relation to those 

specific events. To capture data relevant to emotions in terms of triggering events or 

situations, a day reconstruction method was used to prompt participants to recall such 

conditions across both the positive and negative conditions (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, 

Schwarz & Stone, 2004). The full survey instrument for Time 2 is included in Appendix G. 

5.3.2 Sample 

Of the approximately 700 members who would have received the invitation to 

participate in the research, a total of 122 sustainability change agents responded to the first 

survey. Due to the open invitation to participate in the survey, it is not possible to determine 

an accurate response rate to the initial survey, but based on the minimum number of people 

who receive the initial invitation, the response rate is no more than 16 percent. After data 

cleaning and screening (discussed below), 109 usable surveys remained from the overall 

response pool of 122 surveys. To ensure these participants met the definition of a 

sustainability change agent as conceptualised for the purpose of this research, I reviewed the 

position titles of each respondent against the criteria of managers, professionals and 

consultants who either take on or are assigned the responsibility of influencing and 

implementing sustainability outcomes in organisations. Only those judged as meeting this 

criteria were included in the number of usable surveys. Survey 2 was completed by 64 

sustainability change agents, which is a response rate of 50% of those who responded to the 

initial survey. In total, 59 usable surveys remained from the 64 responses to Survey 2 after 

data cleaning and screening.  

Of the respondents at Time 1, 34% were male and 66% were female. The mean age 

category of respondents was 25 – 30 years, ranging from 21 to over 70 year. In terms of how 

long respondents have worked in the field of corporate sustainability, 40% have worked in 

the field for less than 5 years, 30% for 5 to 10 years, 12% for 10 to 15 years, 7% for 15 to 20 
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years and 7% over 20 years. Of the respondents at Time 2, 36% were male and 64% were 

female. The mean age category of respondents was 25 – 30 years, ranging from 21 to over 70 

year. In terms of how long respondents have worked in the field of corporate sustainability, 

38% have worked in the field for less than 5 years, 34% for 5 to 10 years, 13% for 10 to 15 

years, 7% for 15 to 20 years and 8% over 20 years. 

Various authors provide guidance on calculating the sample size required to achieve 

significance with the statistical techniques being used. For small to medium models, 

VanVoorhis and Morgan (2007) indicate the sample size should be greater than fifty, plus 

eight times the number of independent variables (ie. n > 50 + 8m, where m is the number of 

IVs). In the case of Survey 1, where there are three independent variables per analysis, the 

sample size needs to be greater than 74 (50 + 8x3 IV). This condition is met with an actual 

sample size of 109. In Survey 2, where there is one independent variable per analysis, the 

sample size needs to be greater than 58 (50 + 8x1 IV). This condition is met with an actual 

sample size of 59.    

5.3.3 Measures – Time 1 

Emotional Intelligence was measured using Wong and Law’s 16-item Emotional 

Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) (Wong & Law, 2002). This measure consists of four subscales 

including Self Emotion Appraisal (4 items: e.g., “I have a good sense of why I have certain 

feelings most of the time”), Others’ Emotion Appraisal (4 items: e.g., “I have a good 

understanding of the emotions of people around me”), Regulation of Emotion (4 items: e.g., 

“I am able to control my temper so that I can handle difficulties rationally”), and Use of 

Emotion (4 items: e.g., “I always set goals for myself and then try my best to achieve them”). 

A 7-point Likert response format (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) was used. 

Reliability coefficients have been reported to range from 0.80 to 0.90 for each of these EI 

measures (Wong & Law, 2002). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha for the total scale was 
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0.82. Furthermore, this scale has been shown to be a valid and reliable measure of emotional 

intelligence in previous research (Carvalho, Guerrero, Chambel, & González-Rico, 2016). It 

is important to note there are a number of measures available to assess the emotional 

intelligence of participants (see Daus & Ashkanasy, 2005). Although my research uses a self-

report measure of emotional intelligence this type of measure has been shown to be effective 

in assessing individual differences in emotional intelligence (O'Boyle et al., 2011).  

Organisational display rules around sustainability were measured by adapting the 

Organisational Display Rules measure developed by Diefendorff et al. (2005). The original 

measure is a seven-item scale that accounts for positive display rule perceptions (with an 

example item being “my organisation expects me to try to act excited and enthusiastic in my 

interactions with customers”) and negative display rule perceptions (with an example items 

being “I am expected to try to pretend I am not angry of feeling contempt while on the job”). 

I modified this scale to apply the items to a job in sustainability. For example, the statements 

above were modified to “my organisation expects me to try to act excited and enthusiastic in 

my interactions with people about sustainability issues” and “I am expected to try to pretend I 

am not angry or feeling contempt about sustainability issues while on the job”. The full 

modification is included in Appendix H. In studies where this scale has been used without 

modification it has been shown to be a valid and reliable measure of organisational display 

rules (Diefendorff, Erickson, Grandey & Dahling, 2011; Ramachandran, Jordan, Troth & 

Lawrence, 2011). The reliability of the scale in this study is consistent with such a range, 

with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.7.  

Demographic variables. The information collected from participants regarding their 

individual differences were age (in age groups of 5 year increments), sex (coded as 1=male, 

2=female), position title and years of experience in the field (less than 5 years, 5-10 years, 

10-15 years, 15-20 years, greater than 20 years. 
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5.3.4 Measures – Time 2 

Event recall  

Participants were asked to recall particular events or situations in their work as a 

sustainability change agent.  The survey included two event recall scenarios – the first was 

framed around an event that induced the emotion of passion, and second was framed around 

an event that induced the emotion of frustration. Participants completed both scenarios. This 

technique is in line with the day reconstruction method outlined by Kahneman et al. (2004).  

It allows the researcher to focus on circumstances and feelings associated with a particular 

episode and minimise retrospection biases. The event recall questioning was framed as 

follows:  

“We’d like you to think about your experience of working to influence sustainability 

outcomes over the past month. Have there been any events or situations that caused you to 

have an emotional reaction? Specifically, think of a time when you felt passion (frustration) 

as part of your work.  

In a few sentences or less, please describe this event:  

In a few sentences or less, please describe the emotional experience of passion (frustration) 

that occurred from this event:”  

The one-month timeframe specified in event recall instructions allows for situational 

responses to specific events to be captured, rather than individuals’ overall perception of their 

behaviour.  Continuing the recall exercise, participants were asked to recall the emotional 

event, and reflect on how it impacted outcomes related to the event. This included the 

following instructions:  

We’d now like you to think about your work tasks and ability to influence a sustainability 

outcome or initiative following the event you described above, and the feelings of passion 

(frustration).  
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 In light of the event and the passion (frustration) you experienced, to what extent were you 

able to fulfil the work tasks and goals of your role as a sustainability change agent, and do 

the following:  

After each event recall, participants then responded to the following survey scales to 

measure the dependent variables of job performance, burnout and the emotion regulation 

strategies they used in each situation. The full survey instrument is included in Appendix G. 

Dependent variables 

Job Performance was measured by a seven-item scale developed by Williams and 

Anderson (1991). This scale measures the respondent’s perception of the level of their 

performance in a job and the assigned responsibilities in light of how they felt after the 

emotional event they described. A sample item from this scale is “I fulfil the responsibilities 

specified in my job description”. The measure uses a 5 point Likert scale ranging from 

strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5) to evaluate the statements included in the scale. 

There are also two items in this scale that relate to negative performance outcomes (e.g., “I 

fail to perform essential duties”). The direction of these two items was reversed for data 

analysis. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha for the scale is 0.67 in relation to the positive 

event recall and 0.7 in relation to the negative event recall. In both instances, Item 6 was 

removed from the scale to improve the reliability coefficients from 0.49 and 0.44 

respectively.  

Burnout was measured by Maslach and Jackson's (1986) nine-item emotional 

exhaustion scale (Maslach Burnout Inventory). Again, participants were directed to respond 

in light of how they felt after the emotional event they described. This scale measures how 

often one feels emotionally overextended and exhausted by one's work. For example, the 

statements include “I feel emotionally drained from my work” and “I feel like I’m at the end 

of my rope”. Statements were rated on a scale of 1 to 7 of how strong these experiences were 
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(1=barely noticeable, 7=very strong). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha for the scale in 

relation to the positive event recall is 0.90, and is 0.95 in relations to the negative event 

recall.  

Mediating variables 

Situational Emotion Regulation was measured through a scale developed by 

Lawrence, Troth, Penn and Jordan (2014). This nine-item scale captures the three dimensions 

of situational emotion regulation – reappraisal, suppression and expression. This scale has 

been developed based on the validated Emotional Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ, Gross & 

John, 2003) and Berkely Expressivity Questionnaire (BEQ, Gross & John, 1997) scales that 

assess habitual emotional regulation. Lawrence et al. (2014) combined these scales and 

adapted it specifically to assess situational emotion regulation in specific situations and 

specific discrete emotions. Again, the scale was administered to participants in relation to 

both the passion inducing and frustration inducing events they were recalling. For the passion 

event recall, the scale items were modified to account for emotion regulation in relation to the 

discrete emotion of passion (for reappraisal – “I controlled my passion by changing the way I 

thought about the situation I was in”; for suppression – “I kept my passion to myself”; for 

expression – “When I was feeling passion, people could easily see what I was feeling”. 

Similarly, for the frustration event recall, the scale items were modified to account for 

emotion regulation in relation to the discrete emotion of frustration (for reappraisal – “I 

controlled my frustration by changing the way I thought about the situation I was in”; for 

suppression – “I kept my frustration to myself”; for expression – “When I was feeling 

frustration, people could easily see what I was feeling”. Participants used the measure by 

applying a 5-point Likert scale to how often they engaged with the behaviours described in 

the statements ranging from “never” (1) to “very often” (5).  For the positive event, this scale 

has Cronbach’s alphas of 0.8 for reappraisal, 0.82 for suppression, and 0.82 for expression. 
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For the negative event, this scale has Cronbach’s alphas of 0.76 for reappraisal, 0.88 for 

suppression, and 0.93 for expression.  

5.4 Preliminary analysis 

5.4.1 Data screening 

The data were screened according to the recommendations of Tabachnick and Fidell 

(2013) to ensure the integrity of the data. This process comprised of six steps: testing for 

normality of data distributions, outliers, multicollinearity, autocorrelation, homoscedasticity, 

and linearity (Pallant, 2011). Overall, results confirmed the suitability of the data set for both 

univariate and multivariate data analyses as no violations of statistical assumptions were 

detected. I also assessed and removed any incomplete entries by undertaking a missing values 

analysis.  

5.4.2 Reliabilities 

A scale is considered reliable if it is comprised of items that consistently reflect the 

construct it measures, with reliability of a scale most commonly measured using Cronbach’s 

alpha values (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). Cronbach’s alpha values of measurements are 

considered acceptable if they meet a reliability threshold of .70 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 

The measures used in Study 2, as shown in Tables 5.1 and 5.2 below, all meet this 

requirement except for job performance under positive event recall, which is considered to be 

within an acceptable range of the 0.70 threshold at 0.68.   

5.4.3 MANOVA 

Prior to commencing analysis using the PROCESS models to test for the hypothesised 

moderated mediated relationships, I completed a multivariate analyses of variance 

(MANOVAs) to investigate whether there was any systemic effect of the grouping of 

independent variables on the dependent variables. This test enabled me to rule out any 

significant effects related to differences caused by the characteristics of the participants. 
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Three independent variables were used – age, gender and years worked in sustainability. 

Seven continuous, dependent variables were assessed – situational reappraisal, situational 

suppression, situational expression, emotional intelligence, organisational display rules, job 

performance and burnout. Based on the lack of significance I found in running the 

MANOVA, I ruled out alternative explanations for any findings in the main analyses that 

could be attributed to demographics and the day reconstruction method. 

5.4.4 Paired t-test 

I also completed a manipulation check of the efficacy of the event recall questions in 

generating the desired emotions of passion or frustration. This test enables verification that 

the valance of discrete emotion being elicited by each event as passion and frustration was 

correct.  A paired t-test was run on the sample of 59 sustainability change agents to determine 

whether there was a statistically significant mean difference between the experience of 

passion and frustration by participants across the two events.  

To conduct a manipulation check on the discrete emotion of passion, I compared 

participants’ scores of passion in the passion inducing event with their passion scores in the 

frustration inducing event. Results showed participants’ experience of passion was stronger 

in a passion inducing event (mean= 4.12, SD = 0.93) than for a frustration inducing event 

(mean = 2.61, SD = 1.35). A repeated-measures t-test found this difference to be significant, t 

(58) = 8.31, p < 0.001. To conduct a manipulation check on the discrete emotion of 

frustration, I compared participants’ scores of frustration in the passion inducing event with 

their frustration scores in the frustration inducing event. Results showed participants’ 

experience of frustration was stronger in a frustration inducing event (mean= 4.37, SD = 

0.81) than for a frustration inducing event (mean = 2.25, SD = 1.17). A repeated-measures t-

test found this difference to be significant, t (58) = -11.03, p < 0.001. This manipulation 
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check confirms that participants are drawing on the relevant emotion for each event recall 

scenario.  

5.5 Results 

The results of these surveys are presented as follows. First, I present the correlations for 

the model of situational emotion regulation of passion and frustration for sustainability 

change agents as presented in Figure 5.1. Second, I present the results from testing the direct 

and mediated effects within the situational emotion regulation model (for data collected at 

Time 2), and finally, the results from analysis of moderated-mediated model of situational 

emotion regulation (with matched data between Time 1 and 2). I have separated the results of 

the “direct and mediating effects” from the “mediated-moderated effects” within the model to 

address the impact of the small matched sample size of sustainability change agents in Time 

2. The implication is that the hypothesised results may not have not emerged in the full model 

analysis, potentially due to low power at Time 2. The limitation of low power is addressed 

further in Chapter 6.  

5.5.1 Correlation analyses for situational emotion regulation model 

The means, standard deviations, correlations and reliability coefficients are shown in 

Table 5.1 (discrete emotion of passion) and Table 5.2 (discrete emotion of frustration). All of 

the variables achieved satisfactory reliability coefficients, ranging from ⍺ = 0.67 for job 

performance and ⍺ = 0.94 for burnout. A series of Pearson correlation coefficients were 

calculated to examine the bivariate relationships among the variables relating to situational 

emotion regulation in sustainability change agents, as shown in Figure 5.1. Correlations 

between each variable are shown for the sample of sustainability change agents in Table 5.1 

(passion) and Table 5.2 (frustration) below. 

Considering Table 5.1 first, there are a number of correlations that reveal significance 

in the relationships identified in the model of situational emotion regulation for sustainability 
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change agents. For passion from a sustainability related work event, there are correlations 

between both passion and job performance (r = 0.35, p<.01) and passion and burnout (r = -

0.31, p<.01), which supports the direct effects discussed earlier. There is also a negative 

correlation between situational suppression and job performance (r = -0.33, p<.01) and a 

positive correlation between situational suppression and burnout (r = 0.26, p <.05) in a 

passion inducing event, which contributes conditional support for my model. This warrants 

further examination of the mediating effect of situational suppression in this model. 

Emotional intelligence is correlated with performance in a passion inducing event (r = 0.50, 

p<.01). There are also a number of correlations between emotional intelligence and almost all 

dimensions of the model. This provides provisional support of H3a and H3b and warrants 

further examination of the moderating effect of emotional intelligence in this model in 

relation to passion. Table 5.1 shows that positive and negative display rules have no direct 

correlation with the outcome variables of performance or burnout in the passion inducing 

event. However, there are correlations between positive display rules and the three emotion 

regulation strategies of reappraisal (r = 0.35, p<.01), suppression (r = -0.34, p<.01) and (r = 

0.26, p<.05). This indicates the possibility of an effect from organisational display rules in 

the moderating relationships described in H4a and H4b and warrants further examination.  

In terms of Table 5.2 which considers frustration from a sustainability related work 

event, there is a correlation between frustration and burnout (r = 0.38, p<.01), which supports 

my assertion of the positive direct effects of frustration on burnout. There is also a correlation 

between situational expression and job performance (r = -0.30, p<.05), which gives partial 

support to H2a and situational expression and burnout (r = 0.31, p<.05), which gives partial 

support to H2b. No explicit predictions were made about the direction of this relationship, 

rather that situational expression would have some level of indirect effect on the relationship 

between frustration and performance/burnout. This warrants further explanation of the 
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mediating effect of situational expression in this model. With respect to emotional 

intelligence, correlations are observed between EI and frustration (r = -0.48, p<.01) and 

positive display rules (r = 0.38, p<.01). These correlations suggest that emotional intelligence 

may have a moderating effect within the model of emotion regulation and frustration from a 

sustainability related work event. Again, positive and negative display rules around 

sustainability have no direct correlation with the outcome variables of performance and 

burnout in a frustration inducing event. However, there is a correlation between positive 

display rules and situational reappraisal in the frustration scenario (r = 0.27, p<.05), 

indicating the possibility of an effect from organisational display rules in the moderating 

relationships described in H4c and H4c. Overall, the above correlation analyses confirms the 

value of further analyses of the mediating effects of situational emotion regulation strategies 

and the moderating effects of emotional intelligence and organisational display rules in the 

context of the discrete emotion of frustration. 
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Table 5.1: Means, standard deviations, correlations and inter-item reliabilities for situational emotion regulation for passion experienced 
by sustainability change agents 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Discrete emotion            

1. Passion 3.58 0.65 (0.76)         

Dependent variables            

2. Job performance 3.85 0.43 0.35** (0.68)        

3. Burnout 3.58 1.30 -0.31** -0.34** (0.90)       

Situational emotion regulation            

4. Reappraisal 2.84 0.94 0.24 0.17 0.01 (0.81)      

5. Suppression 2.05 0.74 -0.43** -0.33** 0.26* 0.10 (0.82)     

6. Expression 3.75 0.82 0.31* 0.22 -0.02 -0.16 -0.67** (0.83)    

Organisational display rules 
around sustainability 

           

7. Positive display rules 4.91 1.29 0.31* 0.25 -0.07 0.35** -0.34** 0.26* (0.74)   

8. Negative display rules 3.59 1.54 -0.10 -0.18 0.03 -0.05 -0.02 0.20 0.11 (0.88)  

Emotional intelligence            

9. Emotional intelligence 5.59 0.61 0.56** 0.50** -0.34** 0.28* 0.41** 0.31* 0.38** -0.13 (0.82) 

            

Notes: N = 59. Figures in parentheses indicate alpha reliability. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01 
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Table 5.2: Means, standard deviations, correlations and inter-item reliabilities for situational emotion regulation for frustration 
experienced by sustainability change agents 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Discrete emotion            

1. Frustration 1.98 0.60 (0.77)         

Dependent variables            

2. Job performance 3.33 0.63 -0.22 (0.70)        

3. Burnout 4.65 1.88 0.38** -0.50** (0.94)       

Situational emotion regulation            

4. Reappraisal 2.52 0.92 0.06 0.01 0.15 (0.81)      

5. Suppression 3.05 0.92 0.06 0.17 0.08 0.01 (0.88)     

6. Expression 3.12 0.94 0.16 -0.30* 0.31* 0.12 -0.24 (0.93)    

Organisational display rules 
around sustainability 

           

7. Positive display rules 4.91 1.29 -0.10 -0.07 -0.05 0.27* -0.01 0.25 (0.74)   

8. Negative display rules 3.59 1.54 0.01 -0.18 0.05 -0.12 0.10 0.05 0.11 (0.88)  

Emotional intelligence            

9. Emotional intelligence 5.59 0.61 -0.48** 0.23 -0.22 0.00 -0.12 0.16 0.38** -0.13 (0.82) 

            

Notes: N = 59. Figures in parentheses indicate alpha reliability. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01
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5.5.2 Mediation analyses of the effects of situational emotion regulation on sustainability 

change agents perceived job performance and burnout for passion and frustration 

This section presents findings from mediated analyses conducted using the PROCESS 

macro developed by Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007). The PROCESS macro is preferred 

over Baron and Kenny’s (1986) traditional multistep method and the Sobel (1982) test as the 

latter assumes a normal sampling distribution of indirect effects while the PROCESS macro 

accommodates irregularities in the distribution with its bootstrapping procedure (Preacher et 

al., 2007). As noted above, I first present the results of the direct and mediating effects within 

the model showing in Figure 5.1 with the aim of revealing significant results that may not 

surface in the full mediated-moderated analysis of the model, potentially due to low power 

from the small sample size of sustainability change agents matched across the Time 1 and 

Time 2 surveys.  

For this series of analyses, the two dependent variables are job performance and 

burnout and the two independent variables are the discrete emotions of passion and 

frustration. The mediation variables are the situational emotion regulation strategies of 

cognitive reappraisal, suppression and expression. These analyses were based on 5,000 

bootstrapped samples using bias-corrected and accelerated 95% confidence intervals (CIs). 

The independent variable was mean-centred prior to analysis to increase the interpretability 

and meaning of the tests of significance (Hayes, 2017). Separate PROCESS outputs using 

Model 4 (Preacher et al., 2007) are presented below according to each discrete emotion and 

the outcome variables of job performance and burnout.  

5.5.2.1 Passion and job performance/burnout as mediated by situational emotion regulation 

strategies 

Here I present the results for the mediation of situational emotion regulation strategies 

on the relationships between passion and job performance and passion and burnout. In terms 



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 130 

of the direct relationships, I noted earlier that passion would be positively related to job 

performance and negatively related to burnout. Support for both assertions was established 

from the correlations table, with the positive relationship between passion and performance 

having a correlation coefficient of 0.35 (p < 0.01), with support for the negative relationship 

between passion and burnout also established with an correlation coefficient  of -0.31 (p < 

0.01). Adding the mediating effect to this relationship in H1a, I hypothesised that the positive 

relationship between passion and job performance would be mediated by situational 

reappraisal, suppression and expression. While in H1b, I hypothesised that the negative 

relationship between passion and burnout would be mediated by situational reappraisal, 

suppression and expression. Significance in these different pathways was determined by 

examining the confidence intervals and p value on the indirect effects for each. Where a 

pathway was shown to have a confidence interval [CI] that did not cross zero and a p value 

less than 0.05, it was determined to be significant.  

Looking at the PROCESS results presented from Table 5.3 and 5.4, the only mediation 

pathway supported with significance from these two hypotheses was a pathway in H1a, that is 

the positive relationship between passion and performance is mediated by situational 

suppression, which is shown in Table 5.3 below. Support for this pathway within H1a is 

demonstrated by the significant bootstrapped confidence intervals [CI: 0.00, 0.10], which 

does not span zero (B = 0.03). This shows a mediating effect of situational suppression on the 

positive relationship between passion and performance. In other words, the positive 

relationship between felt passion and performance outcomes is partly explained by 

suppressing the expression of passion in the workplace. This indicates that sustainability 

change agents who suppress passion as an emotion regulation strategy are more likely to 

perform well in their role.  

When developing hypotheses in Section 5.2.2, I had not hypothesised a specific 

direction of the mediating effect of situational emotion regulation on this relationship, 
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therefore, I can only state that this result supports this pathway within H2a in a general sense 

and that use of situational suppression slightly strengthens the relationship between passion 

and performance. However, the effect size is small which may be attributed to the power 

limitations of the small sample size.  

Table 5.3: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies on the 
relationship between passion and job performance 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Independent variable model: Job Performance 

Constant 3.51 (0.46) 2.58, 4.43 7.60 (56) 0.00 
Passion 0.04 (0.05) -0.06, 0.15 0.85 (56) 0.40 
Reappraisal 0.09 (0.05) -0.01, 0.19 1.83 (56) 0.07 
Suppression -0.16 (0.08) -0.31, 0.00 -2.00 (56) 0.05 
Expression -0.01 (0.07) -0.16, 0.14 -0.18 (56) 0.86 
 

Indirect effects 
Mediation: Passion on Performance through Emotion Regulation 

Reappraisal -0.01 (0.02) -0.05, 0.01   
Suppression 0.03 (0.03) 0.00, 0.10   
Expression 0.00 (0.02 -0.05, 0.04   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Passion = mean centred.  

Table 5.4 below shows the results for the mediated model of emotion regulation applied 

to passion and burnout. These results reveal no support for any of the indirect effects of the 

emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between passion and burnout, thus the 

hypothesised pathways within H1b are not supported. There is, however, a direct effect of 

suppression on burnout, demonstrated by the significant bootstrapped confidence intervals 

[CI: 0.05, 1.23], which does not span zero (B = 0.64). This indicates that sustainability change 

agents who use situational suppression as an emotion regulation strategy are more likely to 

experience burnout in their role.  

Table 5.4: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies on the 
relationship between passion and burnout 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Independent variable model: Burnout 

Constant 1.67 (1.72) -1.79, 5.12 0.97 (56) 0.34 
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Passion -0.25 (0.19) -0.64, 0.13 -1.33 (56) 0.19 
Reappraisal 0.00 (0.18) -0.36, 0.36 -0.02 (56) 0.99 
Suppression 0.64 (0.29) 0.05, 1.23 2.19 (56) 0.03 
Expression 0.45 (0.28) -0.11, 1.01 1.61 (56) 0.11 
 

Indirect effects 
Mediation: Passion on Burnout through Emotion Regulation 

Reappraisal 0.00 (0.04) -0.10, 0.07   
Suppression -0.13 (0.12) -0.43, 0.02   
Expression 0.14 (0.11) -0.05, 0.37   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Passion = mean centred. 

5.5.2.2 Frustration and job performance/burnout as mediated by situational emotion 

regulation strategies 

In this section, I present the results for the mediation of situational emotion regulation 

strategies on the relationships between frustration and job performance and frustration and 

burnout.  Earlier, I stated that frustration would be negatively related to job performance and 

positively related to burnout. Outlining the mediating effect to this relationship in H2a, I 

hypothesised that the negative relationship between frustration and job performance would be 

mediated by situational reappraisal, suppression and expression. In H2b, I hypothesised that 

the positive relationship between frustration and burnout would be mediated by situational 

reappraisal, suppression and expression.  

From the PROCESS results presented from Table 5.5 below, no support for any of the 

mediating pathways of emotion regulation within H2a was identified. There is also no support 

for any direct effects between the different emotion regulation strategies and the outcome 

variable of performance.  

 

Table 5.5: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies on the 
relationship between frustration and job performance 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Independent variable model: Job performance 

Constant 4.17 (0.66) 2.86, 5.49 6.35 (55) 0.00 
Frustration -0.03 (0.08) -0.19, 0.13 -0.39 (55) 0.70 
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Reappraisal 0.02 (0.07) -0.11, 0.16 0.36 (55) 0.72 
Suppression -0.11 (0.11) -0.33, 0.11 -1.01 (55) 0.32 
Expression -0.19 (0.10) -0.40, 0.01 -1.87 (55) 0.07 
 

Indirect effects 
Mediation: Frustration on Performance through Emotion Regulation 

Reappraisal 0.00 (0.01) -0.02, 0.02   
Suppression 0.01 (0.02) -0.02, 0.05   
Expression -0.03 (0.03) -0.11, 0.01   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Frustration = mean centred. 

Table 5.6 below shows the results for the mediated model of emotion regulation applied 

to frustration and burnout. Again, no support was found for any of the indirect effects of the 

emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between frustration and burnout, thus the 

hypothesised pathways within H2b are not supported. There is, however, a direct effect of 

frustration on burnout, demonstrated by the significant bootstrapped confidence intervals [CI: 

0.41, 1.57], which do not span zero (B = 0.99). This indicates that sustainability change 

agents who experience higher levels of frustration are more likely to experience burnout in 

their role in a frustration scenario.  

Table 5.6: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies on the 
relationship between frustration and burnout 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Independent variable model: Burnout 

Constant -2.43 (2.43) -7.30, 2.45 -1.00 (55) 0.32 
Frustration 0.99 (0.29) 0.41, 1.57 3.43 (55) 0.00 
Reappraisal 0.16 (0.25) -0.34, 0.65 0.62 (55) 0.54 
Suppression 0.48 (0.40) -0.34, 1.29 1.17 (55) 0.25 
Expression 0.37 (0.38) -0.39, 1.12 0.98 (55) 0.33 
 

Indirect effects 
Mediation: Frustration on Burnout through Emotion Regulation 

Reappraisal 0.01 (0.05) -0.10, 0.12   
Suppression -0.03 (0.08) -0.25, 0.10   
Expression 0.06 (0.11) -0.07, 0.35   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Frustration = mean centred. 
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5.5.3 The moderating effects of emotional intelligence and organisational display rules 

on the indirect effect of emotional regulation in the relationship between 

passion/frustration and job performance and burnout.  

I now present the results for the full moderated-mediation model as shown in Figure 

5.1. For this series of analyses, the two dependent variables are job performance and burnout 

and the two independent variables are the discrete emotions of passion and frustration. The 

mediation variables are the situational emotion regulation strategies of cognitive reappraisal, 

suppression and expression. The moderating variables are emotional intelligence and 

organisation display rules. These analyses were based on 5,000 bootstrapped samples using 

bias-corrected and accelerated 95% confidence intervals (CIs). The independent variable was 

mean-centred prior to analysis to increase the interpretability and meaning of the tests of 

significance (Hayes, 2017). In line with the theoretical model shown in Figure 5.1, I used 

PROCESS Model 7 (Preacher et al., 2007) to test the moderated mediation of the situational 

emotion regulation model with emotional intelligence as the moderator, and again to test the 

moderated mediation of the situational emotion regulation model with organisational display 

rules as the moderator. The outputs are presented below according to each moderator. 

Significance is determined where a pathway is shown to have a confidence interval [CI] that 

does not cross zero and a p value less than 0.05.  

5.5.3.1 Moderated mediation of emotional intelligence and situational emotion regulation 

on performance and burnout for passion and frustration inducing events 

This analysis tested H3a – H3d in order to examine the relationships between passion 

and job performance/burnout through the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression 

and suppression, as moderated by emotional intelligence. Each hypothesis was tested through 

a separate PROCESS analysis using Model 7 (Preacher et al., 2007). The dependent variables 

were passion or frustration and the independent variables were performance and burnout. 

Results for each hypothesis test are shown below in Tables 5.7 – 5.10.  



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 135 

Table 5.7 below shows the results for the moderated-mediated model applied to passion 

and performance. A direct effect between passion and suppression is observed, where 

sustainability change agents who experience passion are more likely to suppress this emotion 

(B = 2.48; CI: 0.13, 4.82; p = 0.04). However, when accounting for the moderating effect of 

emotional intelligence on this relationship, the effect is weakened for sustainability change 

agents with high levels of EI (Ɵ = -0.51; CI: -0.93, -0.09; p = 0.02). In other words, 

sustainability change agents are more likely to suppress passion, unless they have high 

emotional intelligence, in which case this suppression effect is weakened. This effect is 

visualised in Figure 5.2 below, which shows the interacting effect of emotional intelligence 

on the use of suppression. That is, as the sustainability change agent’s EI increases, the 

positive impact of passion on suppression is attenuated.  

 
 

Figure 5.2: Visualisation of the moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the 
relationship between passion and situational suppression 

There is also a significant moderating effect of emotional intelligence on passion and 

expression, where sustainability change agents with high levels of EI in a passion eliciting 

situation are more likely to express the emotion (Ɵ = 0.54; CI: 0.03, 1.04; p = 0.04). This 

effect is visualised in Figure 5.2 below, which shows the enhancing effect of emotional 
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intelligence on the use of expression. That is, as the sustainability change agent’s EI 

increases, they are more likely to use expression as an emotion regulation strategy in a 

situation where they are experiencing high levels of passion.  

 
 

Figure 5.3: Visualisation of the moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the 
relationship between passion and situational expression 

The two moderating effects observed above are complimentary in that change agents 

with high EI are less likely use suppression as an emotion regulation strategy, and are more 

likely to express passion. This provides partial support for H3a on the dimensions of 

situational suppression and expression. While significance is not shown on the mediation 

effects for the outcome variable of performance, it may be that sustainability change agents 

are more effective in their efforts to implement green initiatives when they express passion.  

Table 5.7: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies and the 
moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the relationship between passion and job 

performance 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Mediator variable model 

(i) Reappraisal 
Constant 6.79 (5.85) -4.94, 18.51 1.16 (55) 0.25 
Passion -1.67 (1.68) -5.04, 1.69 -1.00 (55) 0.32 
Emotional intelligence -0.84 (1.08) -3.00, 1.31 -0.78 (55) 0.44 
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(ii) Suppression 
Constant -4.78 (4.07) -12.94, 3.37 -1.18 (55) 0.24 
Passion 2.48 (1.17) 0.13, 4.82 2.12 (55) 0.04 
Emotional intelligence 1.48 (0.75) -0.02, 2.98 1.97 (55) 0.05 

(iii) Expression 
Constant 11.58 (4.87) 1.81, 21.34 2.38 (55) 0.02 
Passion -2.72 (1.40) -5.52, 0.08 -1.94 (55) 0.06 
Emotional intelligence -1.60 (0.90) -3.40, 0.20 -1.78 (55) 0.08 

Independent variable model: Performance 
Constant 3.42 (0.63) 2.15, 4.68 5.42 (55) 0.00 
Passion 0.14 (0.10) -0.06, 0.33 1.40 (55) 0.17 
Reappraisal 0.07 (0.06) -0.05, 0.19 1.15 (55) 0.25 
Suppression -0.14 (0.10) -0.35, 0.07 -1.36 (55) 0.18 
Expression 0.01 (0.09) -0.17, 0.19 0.11 (55) 0.91 

Indirect effects: 
(i) Moderation: Passion on Reappraisal 

Emotional intelligence 0.33 (0.30) -0.27, 0.94 1.11 (55) 0.27 
(ii) Moderation: Passion on Suppression 

Emotional intelligence  -0.51 (0.21) -0.93, -0.09 -2.43 (55) 0.02 
(iii) Moderation: Passion on Expression 

Emotional intelligence  0.54 (0.25) 0.03, 1.04 2.14 (55) 0.04 
(iv) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Reappraisal 

Emotional intelligence  0.03 (0.04) -0.04, 0.11   
(v) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Suppression 

Emotional intelligence  0.09 (0.08) -0.05, 0.26   
(vi) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Expression 

Emotional intelligence  0.01 (0.06) -0.13, 0.10   
Indexes of moderated mediation: 

(i) Reappraisal 
 0.02 (0.04) -0.04, 0.11   

(ii) Suppression 
 0.07 (0.07) -0.04, 0.24   

(iii) Expression 
 0.01 (0.05) -0.11, 0,12   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Passion = mean centred. 

Table 5.8 below shows the results for the moderated-mediation model applied to 

passion and burnout. These results reflect the first stage of the model in Figure 5.1 and mirror 

the significant relationships observed in Table 5.7. That is, there is a direct effect between 

passion and suppression (B = 2.48; CI: 0.13, 4.82; p = 0.04), and there is a moderating effect 

of emotional intelligence on passion and suppression, with sustainability change agents with 

high levels of EI in a passion situation less likely to suppress the emotion (Ɵ = -0.51; CI: -
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0.93, -0.09; p = 0.02). There is also a moderating effect of emotional intelligence on passion 

and expression, where sustainability change agents with high levels of EI in a passion 

situation are more likely to express the emotion (Ɵ = 0.54; CI: 0.03, 1.04; p = 0.04). The 

visualisations of these interactions are the same as shown in Figure 5.2 and 5.3 above. This 

replication of results is expected as the analysis is modelling the same relationships, providing 

further support for the findings above. Again, significance is not shown on the moderated-

mediation effects of emotional intelligence and emotion regulation for the outcome variable 

of burnout as hypothesised in H3b.   

Table 5.8: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies and the 
moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the relationship between passion and 

burnout 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Mediator variable model 

(i) Reappraisal 
Constant 6.79 (5.85) -4.94, 18.51 1.16 (55) 0.25 
Passion -1.67 (1.68) -5.04, 1.69 -1.00 (55) 0.32 
Emotional intelligence -0.84 (1.08) -3.00, 1.31 -0.78 (55) 0.44 

(ii) Suppression 
Constant -4.78 (4.07) -12.94, 3.37 -1.18 (55) 0.24 
Passion 2.48 (1.17) 0.13, 4.82 2.12 (55) 0.04 
Emotional intelligence 1.48 (0.75) -0.02, 2.98 1.97 (55) 0.05 

(iii) Expression 
Constant 11.58 (4.87) 1.81, 21.34 2.38 (55) 0.02 
Passion -2.72 (1.40) -5.52, 0.08 -1.94 (55) 0.06 
Emotional intelligence -1.60 (0.90) -3.40, 0.20 -1.78 (55) 0.08 

Independent variable model: Burnout 
Constant 2.13 (1.91) -1.70, 5.97 1.11 (55) 0.27 
Passion -0.55 (0.29) -1.14, 0.04 -1.87 (55) 0.07 
Reappraisal 0.13 (0.18) -0.24, 0.50 0.68 (55) 0.50 
Suppression 0.60 (0.31) -0.03, 1.23 1.90 (55) 0.06 
Expression 0.49 (0.27) -0.05, 1.03 1.82 (55) 0.07 

Indirect effects: 
(i) Moderation: Passion on Reappraisal 

Emotional intelligence 0.33 (0.30) -0.27, 0.94 1.11 (55) 0.27 
(ii) Moderation: Passion on Suppression 

Emotional intelligence  -0.51 (0.21) -0.93, -0.09 -2.43 (55) 0.02 
(iii) Moderation: Passion on Expression 

Emotional intelligence  0.54 (0.25) 0.03, 1.04 2.14 (55) 0.04 
(iv) Mediation: Passion on Burnout through Reappraisal 

Emotional intelligence  0.03 (0.07) -0.12, 0.18   
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(v) Mediation: Passion on Burnout through Suppression 
Emotional intelligence  -0.25 (0.18) -0.64, 0.05   

(vi) Mediation: Passion on Burnout through Expression 
Emotional intelligence  0.16 (0.18) -0.05, 0.65   

Indexes of moderated mediation: 
(i) Reappraisal 

 0.04 (0.11) -0.15, 0.29   
(ii) Suppression 

 -0.30 (0.26) -0.91, 0.09   
(iii) Expression 

 0.26 (0.23) -0.08, 0.80   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Passion = mean centred. 

Table 5.9 below shows the results for the moderated-mediation model applied to 

frustration and job performance. There is no significance observed for the mediating effects of 

emotion regulation or the moderating effects of emotional intelligence on job performance as 

hypothesised in H3c.  

Table 5.9: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies and the 
moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the relationship between frustration and 

job performance 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Mediator variable model 

(i) Reappraisal 
Constant -1.36 (3.99) -9.35, 6.63 -0.34 (55) 0.73 
Frustration 1.83 (1.90) -1.97, 5.63 0.97 (55) 0.34 
Emotional intelligence 0.67 (0.72) -0.76, 2.11 0.94 (55) 0.35 

(ii) Suppression 
Constant 0.65 (3.98) -7.33, 8.63 0.16 (55) 0.87 
Frustration 1.71 (1.89) -2.08, 5.51 0.90 (55) 0.37 
Emotional intelligence 0.45 (0.72) -0.99, 1.88 0.62 (55) 0.54 

(iii) Expression 
Constant 1.56 (3.93) -6.31, 9.43 0.40 (55) 0.69 
Frustration -0.56 (1.87) -4.31, 3.18 -0.30 (55) 0.76 
Emotional intelligence 0.10 (0.71) -1.32, 1.51 0.14 (55) 0.89 

Independent variable model: Job performance 
Constant 3.90 (0.50) 2.90, 4.90 7.79 (55) 0.00 
Frustration -0.20 (0.13) -0.47, 0.07 -1.51 (55) 0.14 
Reappraisal 0.03 (0.09) -0.14, 0.07 0.36 (55) 0.72 
Suppression 0.08 (0.09) -0.10, 0.26 0.94 (55) 0.35 
Expression -0.16 (0.09 -0.34, 0.02 -1.81 (55) 0.08 

Indirect effects: 
(i) Moderation: Frustration on Reappraisal 
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Emotional intelligence -0.32 (0.35) -1.03, 0.39 -0.91 (55) 0.37 
(ii) Moderation: Frustration on Suppression 

Emotional intelligence  0.39 (0.66) -1.87, 0.42 0.63 (55) 0.42 
(iii) Moderation: Frustration on Expression 

Emotional intelligence  0.20 (0.35) -0.50, 0.90 0.56 (55) 0.58 
(iv) Mediation: Frustration on Job Performance through Reappraisal 

Emotional intelligence  0.00 (0.03) -0.06, 0.08   
(v) Mediation: Frustration on Job Performance through Suppression 

Emotional intelligence  -0.01 (0.03) -0.07, 0.07   
(vi) Mediation: Frustration on Job Performance through Expression 

Emotional intelligence  -0.09 (0.05) -0.19, 0.00   
Indexes of moderated mediation: 

(i) Reappraisal 
 -0.01 (0.05) -0.10, 0.09   

(ii) Suppression 
 -0.03 (0.04) -0.12, 0,05   

(iii) Expression 
 -0.03 (0.07) -0.22, 0.06   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Frustration = mean centred. 

Table 5.10 below shows the results for the moderated-mediation model applied to 

frustration and job performance. There is evidence of a direct effect of frustration on burnout 

(B = 1.03; CI: 0.27, 1.79; p = 0.01), where higher levels of frustration lead to higher levels of 

burnout. This result shows support for the direct effects of frustration on burnout, which is 

also supported by the correlation for this relationship as shown in Table 5.3. There is also a 

direct effect of expression on burnout that shows higher levels of expression lead to higher 

levels of burnout in a frustration inducing event (B = 0.54; CI: 0.04, 1.04; p = 0.03). 

However, there is no significance observed for the mediating effects of emotion regulation or 

the moderating effects of emotional intelligence on burnout as hypothesised H3d.  

Table 5.10: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies and 
the moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the relationship between frustration 

and burnout 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Mediator variable model 

(i) Reappraisal 
Constant -1.36 (3.99) -9.35, 6.63 -0.34 (55) 0.73 
Frustration 1.83 (1.90) -1.97, 5.63 0.97 (55) 0.34 
Emotional intelligence 0.67 (0.72) -0.76, 2.11 0.94 (55) 0.35 



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 141 

(ii) Suppression 
Constant 0.65 (3.98) -7.33, 8.63 0.16 (55) 0.87 
Frustration 1.71 (1.89) -2.08, 5.51 0.90 (55) 0.37 
Emotional intelligence 0.45 (0.72) -0.99, 1.88 0.62 (55) 0.54 

(iii) Expression 
Constant 1.56 (3.93) -6.31, 9.43 0.40 (55) 0.69 
Frustration -0.56 (1.87) -4.31, 3.18 -0.30 (55) 0.76 
Emotional intelligence 0.10 (0.71) -1.32, 1.51 0.14 (55) 0.89 

Independent variable model: Burnout 
Constant -0.37 (1.42) -3.21, 2.47 -0.26 (55) 0.79 
Frustration 1.03 (0.38) 0.27, 1.79 2.71 (55) 0.01 
Reappraisal 0.20 (0.25) -0.30, 0.69 0.80 (55) 0.43 
Suppression 0.26 (0.25) -0.25, 0.77 1.03 (55) 0.31 
Expression 0.54 (0.25) 0.04, 1.04 2.17 (55) 0.03 

Indirect effects: 
(i) Moderation: Frustration on Reappraisal 

Emotional intelligence -0.32 (0.35) -1.03, 0.39 -0.91 (55) 0.37 
(ii) Moderation: Frustration on Suppression 

Emotional intelligence  0.39 (0.66) -1.87, 0.42 0.63 (55) 0.42 
(iii) Moderation: Frustration on Expression 

Emotional intelligence  0.20 (0.35) -0.50, 0.90 0.56 (55) 0.58 
(iv) Mediation: Frustration on Burnout through Reappraisal 

Emotional intelligence  0.00 (0.10) -0.26, 0.15   
(v) Mediation: Frustration on Burnout through Suppression 

Emotional intelligence  -0.03 (0.12) -0.34, 0.16   
(vi) Mediation: Frustration on Burnout through Expression 

Emotional intelligence  0.30 (0.20) -0.01, 0.73   
Indexes of moderated mediation: 

(i) Reappraisal 
 -0.06 (0.15) -0.48, 0.11   

(ii) Suppression 
 -0.08 (0.16) -0.52, 0.10   

(iii) Expression 
 0.11 (0.22) -0.20, 0.71   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Frustration = mean centred. 

5.5.3.2 Moderated mediation of organisational display rules and situational emotion 

regulation on job performance for passion and frustration inducing events 

Based on the results from the correlations of the passion and frustration inducing events 

presented in Tables 5.1 and 5.2, I found there was no significant relationships between 

burnout and organisational display rules to warrant further investigation of that part of the 

model. Therefore, I have narrowed the analysis of the moderated mediation of organisational 
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display rules and situational emotion regulation for passion and frustration to only focus on 

the outcome of job performance. This analysis tested H4a to examine the relationships 

between passion and job performance through the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, 

expression and suppression, as moderated by organisational display rules (positive and 

negative). The analysis also tested H4c to examine the relationships between frustration and 

job performance through the indirect effects of situational reappraisal, expression and 

suppression, as moderated by organisational display rules (positive and negative). Each 

hypothesis was tested through a separate PROCESS analysis using Model 7 (Preacher et al., 

2007), organisational display rules as the moderating variable, the different emotion 

regulation strategies as the mediating variables and job performance as the independent 

variable. Results for each hypothesis test are shown below in Tables 5.11 – 5.14. 

Tables 5.11 and 5.12 below show the results for the moderated-mediated model of 

emotion regulation and organisational display rules applied to passion and job performance, 

first for positive display rules and second for negative display rules. There is no significant 

relationship observed for the mediating effects of emotion regulation or the moderating 

effects of organisational display rules on job performance for passion as hypothesised in H4a. 

Again, this may be attributed to low power of the analysis, a consequence of the small sample 

size of sustainability change agents who participated in the second data collection in this 

study. 

Table 5.11: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies and 
the moderating effect of positive display rules on the relationship between passion and 

job performance 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Mediator variable model 

(i) Reappraisal 
Constant 5.41 (2.74)        -0.07, 10.89 1.98 (55) 0.05 
Passion -1.01 (0.75)       -2.52, 0.50 -1.34 (55) 0.19 
Positive display rules -0.67 (0.54) -1.77, 0.42 -1.24 (55) 0.22 

(ii) Suppression 
Constant 5.27 (2.08) 1.10, 9.44 2.53 (55) 0.01 
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Passion -0.71, 0.57 -1.86, 0.43 -1.25 (55) 0.22 
Positive display rules -0.35, 0.41 -1.18, 0.48 -0.85 (55) 0.40 

(iii) Expression 
Constant 1.24 (2.47) -3.72, 6.19 0.50 (55) 0.62 
Passion 0.54 (0.68) -0.83, 1.91 0.79 (55) 0.43 
Positive display rules 0.28 (0.49) -0.71, 1.26 0.56 (55) 0.58 

Independent variable model: Performance 
Constant 3.42 (0.63) 2.15, 4.68 5.42 (55) 0.00 
Passion 0.14 (0.10) -0.06, 0.33 1.40 (55) 0.17 
Reappraisal 0.07 (0.06) -0.05, 0.19 1.15 (55) 0.25 
Suppression -0.14 (0.10) -0.35, 0.07 -1.36 (55) 0.18 
Expression 0.01 (0.09) -0.17, 0.19 0.11 (55) 0.91 

Indirect effects: 
(i) Moderation: Passion on Reappraisal 

Positive display rules 0.24 (0.15) -0.05, 0.54 1.67 (55) 0.10 
(ii) Moderation: Passion on Suppression 

Positive display rules 0.06 (0.11) -0.16, 0.28 0.54 (55) 0.59 
(iii) Moderation: Passion on Expression 

Positive display rules -0.04 (0.13) -0.31, 0.22 -0.33 (55) 0.74 
(iv) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Reappraisal 

Positive display rules 0.01 (0.03) -0.02, 0.08   
(v) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Suppression 

Positive display rules 0.06 (0.06) -0.02, 0.20   
(vi) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Expression 

Positive display rules 0.00 (0.03) -0.07, 0.07   
Indexes of moderated mediation: 

(i) Reappraisal 
 0.02 (0.02) -0.02, 0.06   

(ii) Suppression 
 -0.01 (0.02) -0.06, 0.03   

(iii) Expression 
 0.00 (0.01) -0.03, 0.03   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Passion = mean centred. 

Table 5.12: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies and 
the moderating effect of negative display rules on the relationship between passion and 

job performance 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Mediator variable model 

(i) Reappraisal 
Constant 1.21 (2.25) -3.30, 5.71 0.54 (55) 0.59 
Passion 0.47 (0.59) -0.73, 1.66 0.78 (55) 0.44 
Negative display rules 0.11 (0.56) -1.03, 1.24 0.19 (55) 0.85 

(ii) Suppression 
Constant 3.86 (1.64) 0.57, 7.15 2.35 (55) 0.02 
Passion -0.48 (0.43) -1.35, 0.39 -1.10 (55) 0.28 
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Negative display rules 0.00 (0.41) -0.83, 0.82 -0.01 (55) 0.99 
(iii) Expression 

Constant 1.89 (1.87) -1.86, 5.64 1.10 (55) 0.32 
Passion 0.40 (0.49) -0.59, 1.39 0.80 (55) 0.43 
Negative display rules 0.10 (0.47) -0.84, 1.04 0.21 (55) 0.83 

Independent variable model: Performance 
Constant 3.42 (0.63) 2.15, 4.68 5.42 (55) 0.00 
Passion 0.14 (0.10) -0.06, 0.33 1.40 (55) 0.17 
Reappraisal 0.07 (0.06) -0.05, 0.19 1.15 (55) 0.25 
Suppression -0.14 (0.10) -0.35, 0.07 -1.36 (55) 0.18 
Expression 0.01 (0.09) -0.17, 0.19 0.11 (55) 0.91 

Indirect effects: 
(i) Moderation: Passion on Reappraisal 

Negative display rules -0.03 (0.15) -0.33, 0.27 -0.21 (55) 0.83 
(ii) Moderation: Passion on Suppression 

Negative display rules -0.01 (0.11) -1.35, 0.39 -1.1 (55) 0.95 
(iii) Moderation: Passion on Expression 

Negative display rules 0.01 (0.12) -0.24, 0.26 0.06 (55) 0.96 
(iv) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Reappraisal 

Negative display rules 0.03 (0.03) -0.02, 0.15   
(v) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Suppression 

Negative display rules 0.07 (0.06) -0.03, 0.22   
(vi) Mediation: Passion on Performance through Expression 

Negative display rules 0.00 (0.04) -0.12, 0.11   
Indexes of moderated mediation: 

(i) Reappraisal 
 0.00 (0.02) -0.04, 0.03   

(ii) Suppression 
 0.00 (0.02) -0.06, 0.05   

(iii) Expression 
 0.00 (0.01) -0.03, 0.03   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Passion = mean centred. 

Tables 5.13 and 5.14 below show the results for the moderated-mediated model of 

emotion regulation and organisational display rules applied to frustration and job 

performance, first for positive display rules and second for negative display rules. There are 

no significant relationships observed for the mediating effects of emotion regulation or the 

moderating effects of organisational display rules on job performance for frustration as 

hypothesised in H4c.  

Table 5.13: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies and 
the moderating effect of positive display rules on the relationship between frustration 

and job performance 
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Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
Mediator variable model 

(i) Reappraisal 
Constant -0.65 (1.94) -4.54, 3.24 -0.33 (55) 0.74 
Frustration 1.16 (0.99) -0.82, 3.15 1.18 (55) 0.24 
Positive display rules 0.57 (0.36) -0.16, 1.29 1.57 (55) 0.12 

(ii) Suppression 
Constant 4.47 (2.03) 0.40, 8.55 2.20 (55) 0.03 
Frustration -0.75 (1.04) -2.38, 1.33 -0.72 (55) 0.47 
Positive display rules -0.31 (0.38) -1.06, 0.45 -0.81 (55) 0.42 

(iii) Expression 
Constant 1.63 (2.00) -2.38, 5.64 0.81 (55) 0.42 
Frustration 0.27 (1.02) -1.78, 2.31 0.26 (55) 0.79 
Positive display rules 0.19 (0.37) -0.55, 0.93 0.51 (55) 0.61 

Independent variable model: Performance 
Constant 3.90 (0.50) 2.90, 4.90 7.79 (55) 0.00 
Frustration -0.20 (0.13) -0.47, 0.07 -1.51 (55) 0.14 
Reappraisal 0.03 (0.09) -0.14, 0.21 0.36 (55) 0.72 
Suppression 0.08 (0.09) -0.10, 0.26 0.94 (55) 0.35 
Expression -0.16 (0.09) -0.34, 0.02 -1.81 (55) 0.08 

Indirect effects: 
(i) Moderation: Frustration on Reappraisal 

Positive display rules -0.20 (0.19) -0.57, 0.17 -1.07 (55) 0.29 
(ii) Moderation: Frustration on Suppression 

Positive display rules 0.16 (0.19) -0.23, 0.55 0.83 (55) 0.41 
(iii) Moderation: Frustration on Expression 

Positive display rules 0.00 (0.19) -0.38, 0.39 0.02 (55) 0.99 
(iv) Mediation: Frustration on Performance through Reappraisal 

Positive display rules 0.01 (0.02) -0.04, 0.06   
(v) Mediation: Frustration on Performance through Suppression 

Positive display rules 0.00 (0.02) -0.04, 0.06   
(vi) Mediation: Frustration on Performance through Expression 

Positive display rules -0.05 (0.03) -0.11, 0.02   
Indexes of moderated mediation: 

(i) Reappraisal 
 -0.01 (0.02) -0.05, 0.06   

(ii) Suppression 
 0.01 (0.03) -0.03, 0.09   

(iii) Expression 
 0.00 (0.04) -0.09, 0.07   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Frustration = mean centred. 

Table 5.14: The mediating effect of situational emotion regulation strategies and 
the moderating effect of negative display rules on the relationship between frustration 

and job performance 

Outcome Variable aB/q(SE) 95% CI t(df) p 
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Mediator variable model 
(i) Reappraisal 

Constant 2.51 (1.31) -0.13, 5.14 1.91 (55) 0.06 
Frustration 0.14 (0.69) -1.23, 1.52 0.21 (55) 0.84 
Negative display rules -0.05 (0.32) -0.68, 0.58 -0.15 (55) 0.88 

(ii) Suppression 
Constant 2.52 (1.32) -0.12, 5.17 1.91 (55) 0.06 
Frustration 0.16 (0.69) -1.22, 1.54 0.23 (55) 0.82 
Negative display rules 0.09 (0.32) -0.54, 0.73 0.29 (55) 0.77 

(iii) Expression 
Constant 1.33 (1.34) -1.35, 4.01 1.00 (55) 0.32 
Frustration 0.89 (0.70) -0.51, 2.29 1.27 (55) 0.21 
Negative display rules 0.33 (0.32) -0.31, 0.97 1.04 (55) 0.30 

Independent variable model: Performance 
Constant 3.90 (0.50) 2.90, 4.90 7.79 (55) 0.00 
Frustration -0.20 (0.13) -0.47, 0.07 -1.51 (55) 0.14 
Reappraisal 0.03 (0.09) -0.14, 0.21 0.36 (55) 0.72 
Suppression 0.08 (0.09) -0.10, 0.26 0.94 (55) 0.35 
Expression -0.16 (0.09) -0.34, 0.02 -1.81 (55) 0.08 

Indirect effects: 
(i) Moderation: Frustration on Reappraisal 

Negative display rules -0.01 (0.17) -0.35, 0.32 -0.08 (55) 0.94 
(ii) Moderation: Frustration on Suppression 

Negative display rules -0.02 (0.17) -0.35, 0.32 -0.10 (55) 0.92 
(iii) Moderation: Frustration on Expression 

Negative display rules -0.16 (0.17) -0.50, 0.18 -0.97 (55) 0.34 
(iv) Mediation: Frustration on Performance through Reappraisal 

Negative display rules 0.00 (0.03) -0.05, 0.07   
(v) Mediation: Frustration on Performance through Suppression 

Negative display rules 0.01 (0.02) -0.03, 0.07   
(vi) Mediation: Frustration on Performance through Expression 

Negative display rules -0.06 (0.04) -0.13, 0.02   
Indexes of moderated mediation: 

(i) Reappraisal 
 0.00 (0.02) -0.04, 0.04   

(ii) Suppression 
 0.00 (0.02) -0.04, 0.04   

(iii) Expression 
 0.03 (0.03) -0.02, 0.09   

Notes: n = 59. B (Unstandardised coefficient) for outcome variables and Ɵ (Effect) for 
indirect effects. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. Frustration = mean centred. 

5.6 Discussion 

The aim of this study was to gain a more nuanced understanding of the role of emotion 

regulation strategies in the work lives of sustainability change agents, and the impact it has on 
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their performance and personal wellbeing. This study addresses Research Questions 2 and 4, 

which sought to understand how sustainability change agents regulate emotion and which 

specific strategies enhance their performance when promoting sustainability initiatives. 

Overall, the results show that situational emotion regulation strategies do have a role to play 

in the level of success sustainability change agents have in their efforts to implement 

sustainability initiatives and their experiences of burnout. Further insight into the specific 

mechanisms of this process were provided by the focus on the discrete emotions of passion 

and frustration, with the results of this study showing that different emotion regulation 

strategies lead to different work outcomes depending on the emotion sustainability change 

agents’ experience. Finally, the emotional intelligence of sustainability change agents was 

shown to have a significant influence on how this group are able to select different emotion 

regulation strategies and modify their emotional experience accordingly. In this chapter, I 

initially proposed a model and outlined specific hypotheses (presented in Section 5.2 above). I 

then tested this model using a cross-sectional data collection with a split administration 

survey. My conclusions are based on correlational analysis, a mediation analysis and a 

moderated-mediation analysis. In this section, I discuss the results of the analysis in light of 

the hypotheses and answer the research questions in detail.  

First, I examined the direct relationships between the discrete emotions of passion and 

frustration and the outcome variables of performance and burnout. Based on the correlation 

analysis, support was established for a positive relationship between passion and job 

performance and the negative relationship between passion and burnout. This aligns with 

previous research in the field of organisational behaviour that the discrete emotion of passion 

leads to positive work outcomes such as increased job performance (Dubreuil et al., 2014) and 

decreased burnout (Vallerand et al., 2010). The results of this study now provide quantitative 

empirical evidence for this same relationship from a sample of sustainability change agents. 

Previous research has focused more on the experience of passion in this group as an end in 
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itself (Wright & Nyberg, 2012), rather than how passion can be linked to specific outcomes at 

work for sustainability change agents. In terms of the discrete emotion of frustration, support 

was established for the direct positive relationship between frustration and burnout, while 

support for the hypothesised negative relationship between frustration and performance was 

not established based on the correlation analysis. The significant relationship identified in this 

study between frustration and burnout supports existing organisational behaviour research 

(Basi’nka et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2019) as well as findings from corporate sustainability 

research (Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010). These findings affirm that passion 

and frustration are salient discrete emotions in the experience of sustainability change agents, 

and that there are direct (but different) effects of these emotions on the important work 

outcomes of performance and burnout.  

Next, I examined the mediating effects of situational emotion regulation strategies on 

the outcome variables of performance and burnout, again for the discrete emotions of passion 

and frustration. This allowed for examination of how sustainability change agents regulate 

emotion (RQ2) and which strategies will be more effective in enhancing sustainability change 

agent outcomes (RQ4), with the specific relationships expressed as Hypotheses H1a, H1b, 

H2a and H2b. These results highlight the varied effectiveness of different emotion regulation 

strategies and contributes to research in this area (Gross & John, 2003; Webb et al., 2012). 

Based on the mediation analysis, significant relationships were identified for the mediating 

effect of situational suppression on the positive relationship between passion and 

performance, giving support for my hypothesis H1a. That is, when sustainability change 

agents suppressed their feelings of passion, they are more able to successfully implement 

sustainability initiatives (i.e. increased job performance). In general terms, this effect can be 

viewed in parallel with the findings from Srivastava et al., (2009), who found that when first 

year university students suppressed their emotion, they were better able to build new 

friendship networks at college. A potential explanation for this commonality is that both 
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groups are working to achieve goals where expressing unregulated emotion may not support 

their goals (i.e. implementing sustainability initiatives or making new friends). This contrasts 

with general findings in emotion regulation research, which show suppression typically leads 

to poorer outcomes for individuals, including increased negative emotions and increased 

depression (Gross & John, 2003; Schutte et al., 2009). 

Looking at the mediating effect of emotion regulation between passion and burnout, no 

support was found for any of the indirect effects of the emotion regulation strategies on the 

relationship between passion and burnout. There is, however, a direct effect of suppression on 

burnout. That is, the more a sustainability change agent used the emotion regulation strategy 

of suppression in a passion inducing event, the more burnout they experienced, giving partial 

support for H1b. Considering these results together, situational suppression emerges as having 

significant impact on the professional and personal outcomes of sustainability change agents, 

whereby suppressing passion had a positive relationship to both performance and burnout. 

This result is more in line with the negative outcomes typically observed in emotion 

regulation research that arise from the use of suppression (Gross & John, 2003; Scheibe & 

Zacher, 2013; Schutte et al., 2009). In other words, suppressing passion can be a strategy for 

sustainability change agents to increase performance, but it comes at a personal cost of higher 

burnout.  

Looking at the same relationships for the discrete emotion of frustration, I found no 

support for any of the mediating pathways of the different emotion regulation strategies and 

the outcome variables of performance or burnout. Thus, the hypothesised pathways within 

H2a and H2b are not supported. There is, however, a direct effect of frustration on burnout, 

which adds further support to the relationship identified in the direct effect analysis above. In 

addition, no significant results were observed in relation to the emotion regulation strategy of 

cognitive reappraisal, which is interesting as it usually offered in the literature as a more 

effective strategy than suppression or expression for outcomes like performance and 
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psychological wellbeing (Diefendorff, Hall, Lord & Strean, 2000; Gross & 2003; John & 

Gross, 2004).  

Next, I examined the moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the process of 

emotion regulation on the outcomes of performance and burnout. Again, I examined this 

process separately for the discrete emotions of passion and frustration. These relationships 

were expressed as H3a and H3b for passion and H3c and H3d for frustration. Based on the 

moderated-mediation analysis, there is partial support for H3a on the moderating effect of 

emotional intelligence for the dimensions of situational suppression and expression, but not 

full support for the hypothesis in terms of the outcome of performance. That is, sustainability 

change agents higher in emotional intelligence, the relationship between passion and 

suppression is weakened, while the relationship between passion and expression is 

strengthened. However, these findings were not significantly linked to any changes in job 

performance.  

Despite not being able to fully validate the moderated-mediation effects of emotion 

regulation and emotional intelligence in terms of the performance outcome, the results 

observed in this study do support existing research that individuals high in emotional 

intelligence are more easily able to shape their emotions and call on different emotion 

regulation strategies (Barrett & Gross, 2001; Cote et al., 2006). No support was found for the 

moderated-mediation effects of emotional intelligence and emotion regulation for the 

outcome variable of burnout in a passion inducing scenario, and no support was found for the 

mediating effects of emotion regulation or the moderating effects of emotional intelligence on 

job performance in a frustration inducing scenario, thus H3b and H3c are not supported. 

Furthermore, based on the moderated-mediation analysis, no significant relationships were 

observed for the mediating effects of emotion regulation or the moderating effects of 

emotional intelligence on burnout as hypothesised H3d. There is, however, a direct effect of 

expression on burnout that shows higher levels of expression lead to higher levels of burnout 



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 151 

in a frustration inducing event. That is, the more sustainability change agents use expression 

as an emotion regulation strategy for frustration, the more likely they are to experience 

burnout. This adds further support to the relationship between frustration and burnout (Zhao 

et al., 2019), but adds a finer grained understanding of the role of emotion regulation in this 

process, whereby increased expression of frustration can actually exacerbate burnout in 

sustainability change agents.  

Finally, I examined the moderating effect of organisational display rules on the process 

of emotion regulation on the outcome of performance. I did not conduct moderated-mediation 

analysis on the outcome of burnout due to lack of support in correlation analysis. Again, I 

examined this process separately for the discrete emotions of passion and frustration. These 

relationships were expressed as H4a for passion and H4c for frustration. No significance was 

observed for the mediating effects of emotion regulation or the moderating effects of 

organisational display rules on job performance for passion or frustration as hypothesised in 

H4a and H4c.  

5.7 Chapter conclusion 

In this Chapter, my aim was to quantitatively examine the relationships between 

sustainability-related events in the workplace that elicit the discrete emotions of passion and 

frustration, and the impact of situational emotion regulation strategies on change agent 

performance and burnout. I also considered the moderating factors that impact this process, 

including organisational display rules and emotional intelligence. This is the first study to 

contemplate these relationships in the context of sustainability change agents and reveals a 

range of insights on the types of situational emotion regulation strategies that sustainability 

change agents use and how this impacts outcomes in the role. Indeed, the significant 

relationships identified based on the correlation analysis supports the inclusion of those 

variables within a theoretical model explaining the effects of situational emotion regulation on 

sustainability change agents’ behaviours. Upon conducting further analysis of the mediating 
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relationships within the model, I found that sustainability change agents who suppress passion 

were able to increase performance, but at the same time also experience an increase in 

burnout, while expressing their frustration can lead to increased burnout without any 

performance gains. Furthermore, sustainability change agents higher in emotional intelligence 

are less likely to use suppression and more likely to use expression on feelings of passion. 

However, no significant results were found in the moderated mediated analysis of the overall 

model accounting for both the moderating variables of emotional intelligence and 

organisational display rules. The lack of significant results found in this analysis may be 

attributed to the lack of power due to the small sample size at Time 2, and will be discussed 

further in Chapter 6 along with other research limitations. Together, these results show that 

understanding emotion regulation and emotional intelligence is important for sustainability 

change agents, and that the specific emotion regulation pathways of suppression and 

expression may be useful strategies for enhancing job performance and reducing burnout for 

these professionals in situations where they experience passion and frustration.  
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CHAPTER 6:  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

6.1 Chapter introduction 

Throughout this thesis, I have argued that emotion regulation is an important 

consideration for sustainability change agents in their work to influence successful 

environmental initiatives in organisations. This is because sustainability change agents need 

to navigate a broad spectrum of feelings, ranging from passion, excitement and hope to 

frustration, hopelessness and anger (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Wright & Nyberg, 2012) in 

response to the complex and challenging organisational conditions within which they practice 

(Banerjee, 2002; Hoffman, 2003; Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010).  

To gain a better understanding of this process, I developed a series of research questions 

in Chapter 1 and through a review of literature in Chapter 2, developed a conceptual model of 

emotion regulation. As noted in Chapters 1 and 2, previous studies have primarily focussed 

on the events that cause sustainability change agents to experience emotion, rather than the 

specific the nature of the emotions themselves (Visser & Crane, 2010; Wright & Nyberg, 

2012). In addition, there is some work that suggests sustainability change agents need to be 

adept at managing their emotions in order to maximise their impact in organisational change 

efforts (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). 

However, this research has not been tied to the theoretical construct of emotion regulation 

(Gross, 1998), which enables specific emotion regulation strategies, and the efficacy of those 

different strategies, to be identified and tested. Thus, in my program of research, I developed 

and tested a model of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents grounded in both 

affective events (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) and emotion regulation theory (Gross, 1998). In 

this chapter, I now discuss the key themes and findings to emerge from the program of 

research overall to answer the research questions posed in Chapter 1, as well as outline the 

theoretical and practical contributions of the thesis along with a discussion of limitations and 

areas for future research. 
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6.2 Overview of research and key findings 

The overall aim of this research was to understand how sustainability change agents use 

emotion regulation in their efforts to influence environmental initiatives and outcomes in 

organisations. This included a program of research that comprised two studies, one qualitative 

and one quantitative. The qualitative study examined the general perceptions of sustainability 

change agents in relation to events that cause emotion and how they regulate emotion in their 

work to implement sustainability initiatives (presented in Chapter 3). I then developed a 

theoretical model of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents, accompanied by 

propositions from the model (presented in Chapter 4). The quantitative study examined the 

effect of specific emotion regulation strategies on the job performance and personal burnout 

outcomes in the role in relation to specific events that cause discrete emotions of passion and 

frustration (presented in Chapter 5). 

6.2.1 Study 1 

The aim of Study 1 (Chapter 3), was to deeply understand the emotional experience of 

sustainability change agents and how they engage with the process of emotion regulation. 

This study addressed RQ 1, 2 and 3. To meet this aim, I conducted a qualitative study based 

on in depth interviews with a sample of twenty experienced sustainability change agents. By 

taking the methodological approach of analytic induction (Pascale, 2011), I applied 

established emotion regulation theory in a new context, and examined this new model from a 

number of different angles including 1) the events and situations that cause sustainability 

change agents to experience positive and negative emotion in their work, 2) the specific 

emotions that arise as a result and 3) the different organisational and personal factors that 

impact this process.  

The results of Study 1 provided a classification of the types of events that cause 

emotional responses for these sustainability change agents along with the specific discrete 

emotions that are generated in response to such events and situations. For example, when 
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participants were faced with resistance to change, scepticism, slow change and values 

dissonance, it caused negative emotions such as sadness, anger, frustration and hopelessness. 

In addition, when sustainability change agents in this study were able to influence other 

employees to adopt a new environmental behaviour, it elicited positive emotions such as 

passion, excitement, hope and pride.  

This study also explored whether sustainability change agents perceived the need to 

change, control or regulate their emotions as a way of maintaining their effort at work or to 

create change through their greening projects. The results showed that emotion regulation is 

indeed an important construct for sustainability change agents and how they are able to 

implement sustainability initiatives in organisations, with most participants explicitly 

referencing how they managed or modified their emotions to influence and create green 

outcomes. Through further codifying the interview data, I identified a range of emotion 

regulation strategies that aligned with emotion regulation theory including cognitive 

reappraisal, suppression and expression (Gross, 1998). This confirmed that emotion 

regulation theory is appropriate in the study of the emotional experiences of sustainability 

change agents.  

In addition to the specific emotion regulation strategies they used, participants also 

described the impact of different organisational and individual factors that played a role in 

this process. The first factor identified through coding the interview data was the impact of 

organisational support for sustainability on emotion display rules. Here participants identified 

that in conditions of high support for sustainability, they felt like they were more able to 

freely express their emotions and be more authentic about their commitment to sustainability 

(that is, there was a perception of a lower need to regulate emotion). On the other hand, in 

work environments where sustainability cultures were not promoted or other employees were 

not commonly engaged in sustainability practices, participants felt like they were not able to 

freely express their emotions about sustainability, and in some cases needed to change or hide 
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their true feelings (that is, there was a perception of a greater need to regulate emotion). 

Participants were also aware of the role that individual emotional intelligence played in how 

they identified and managed their emotions, as well as how they could call on their emotional 

intelligence to achieve their goals of implementing sustainability outcomes in organisations. 

For example, those sustainability change agents with an understanding of the toolbox of 

emotion regulation strategies they could call on perceived they had a greater chance of being 

successful in their efforts to create change. These results confirmed the inclusion of both 

organisational display rules around emotion and individual emotional intelligence as 

important considerations in the process of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents.  

 As is the aim of analytic induction research, new dimensions not included in current 

theoretical frameworks may be identified (Pascale, 2011). In this study, the construct of 

burnout emerged from the interview data as a key feature in the experience of sustainability 

change agents, with participants describing their emotional exhaustion from working in 

sustainability and questioning whether the continual challenges and rollercoaster of emotions 

was worth the time and energy they invested into the role. While burnout is a well-studied 

construct in organisational behaviour research more broadly (Maslach, 1986), I had not 

accounted for it in the initial model outlined in Chapter 3. However, based on the results from 

Study 1, I concluded it was an important construct to include in subsequent iterations of the 

model for emotion regulation in sustainability change agents. In addition, the specific discrete 

emotions of passion and frustration emerged as being particularly salient within the thematic 

analysis of the interview data.  

Overall, emotion regulation emerged as an important and dynamic construct in the 

experience of sustainability change agents in this study, with participants describing how they 

actively engaged in emotion regulation as part of their efforts to influence corporate 

sustainability outcomes. The participants in this study revealed that expressing unregulated 

emotion in the form of outbursts of frustration led to conflict with stakeholders, while other 
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participants noted they were able to adapt and change their emotions to successfully influence 

a sustainability outcome. These results illustrate that my sample reported using emotion 

regulation strategies flexibly depending on the situation and their goals. Based on the new 

insight gained from the results of Study 1, I developed a broad theoretical model of emotion 

regulation for sustainability change agents in Chapter 4 which I then tested in my second 

study. 

6.2.2 Study 2  

The aim of Study 2 (Chapter 5) was to better understand the professional outcomes for 

sustainability change agents who engage in emotion regulation in their day to day work. This 

study addressed RQ2 and RQ4. To develop Study 2 as presented in Chapter 5, I drew on the 

theoretical model and propositions developed in Chapter 4 and narrowed the focus to be on 

situational emotion regulation. I did this to meet the research aim of understanding the 

specific strategies that enhance the performance of sustainability change agents when 

promoting sustainability initiatives. I also looked at impact of frustration and passion on the 

outcome variables of performance and burnout and accounted for the moderating variables of 

emotional intelligence and organisational display rules around sustainability. To 

quantitatively test this model, I conducted a split administration survey with a sample of 

sustainability change agents (n=109 at Time 1; n=59 at Time 2). Overall, the results show that 

for the discrete emotions of passion and frustration, situational emotion regulation strategies 

do have a significant role in the level of success that sustainability change agents perceive in 

their efforts to implement sustainability initiatives and their experience of burnout.  

There was a complex set of pathways to consider in my model - with emotion 

regulation comprised of three distinct strategies (reappraisal, suppression and expression), 

two moderating variables (emotional intelligence and organisational display rules), two 

separate outcome variables (performance and burnout) - all considered with respect to two 

separate discrete emotions (passion and frustration) and. Initially, I considered the direct 
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effects within the model and found a positive relationship between passion and job 

performance and negative relationship between passion and burnout. Support was also 

established for the positive relationship between frustration and burnout, while the 

hypothesised negative relationship between frustration and performance was not supported. 

Next, I considered the indirect (mediating) effects of situational emotion regulation 

strategies on the relationships between passion and job performance, frustration and job 

performance, passion and burnout and frustration and burnout. Analysis supported the 

positive relationship between passion and performance being mediated by situational 

suppression. Specifically, sustainability change agents who used suppression as an emotion 

regulation strategy for their feelings of passion are more likely to perform well in their role. 

While no support was found for any of the indirect effects for the other types of emotion 

regulation strategies on the relationship between passion and burnout, there was a significant 

result on the direct effect between suppression and burnout. This suggests that using 

situational suppression in response to feelings of passion may lead to higher performance, but 

also higher burnout. Applying the model then to frustration, no support was found for any 

indirect effects between the different emotion regulation strategies and the outcome variables 

of performance or burnout. There was, however, a direct effect of frustration on burnout, 

which supported the effect observed in the correlation analysis.  

Finally, I considered the combined indirect effects of situational emotion regulation 

strategies (mediating effects) along with positive and negative organisational display rules 

(moderating effects) and emotional intelligence (moderating effect). This analysis aimed to 

examine the interactions of the full model presented in Chapter 5. While no support was 

found for any of the full moderated-mediation effects on either of the outcome variables of 

performance or burnout, some partial support for specific pathways within the model were 

identified. The first of these relates to the moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the 

use of situational expression and suppression in a passion eliciting scenario. That is, 
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sustainability change agents who were higher in emotional intelligence were significantly less 

likely to suppress passion than those lower in emotional intelligence. While sustainability 

change agents who were higher in emotional intelligence were more likely to express passion 

than those lower in emotional intelligence. In a frustration inducing event, there was a direct 

effect of expression on burnout, which suggested the more sustainability change agents 

express frustration, the more likely they are to experience burnout. Overall, no significant 

effects were identified for moderating effects of positive or negative display rules on any of 

the emotion regulation strategies or the outcomes of performance or burnout.  

6.3 Major themes to emerge from the research program 

In this section, I draw together the results from across both Study 1 and Study 2, and the 

development of my theoretical model, to discuss the key findings of this research in terms of 

the research questions. I present this according to the following themes of discrete emotions, 

the use of emotion regulation as a strategy for success and how emotion regulation is a 

complex and dynamic process. 

6.3.1 Sustainability change agents experience strong discrete positive and negative 

emotions in response to events and situations in their work 

As described in the results of Study 1 above (in Section 6.2.1), there are a range of 

events that cause sustainability change agents to experience both strong positive and negative 

emotions. To recap, in Chapter 3 I found events such as resistance to change, scepticism, slow 

change and values dissonance can lead to change agents feeling negative emotions such as 

sadness, anger, frustration and hopelessness. I also found events such as influencing 

behaviour change and implementing sustainability policy can lead to change agents feeling 

positive emotions such as passion, excitement, hope and pride. These findings are consistent 

with the types of events and situations faced by sustainability change agents as described in 

the literature and the emotions they feel (Hoffman, 2003; Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & 
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Crane, 2010). As such, my research provides further support for the emotional nature of the 

role of a sustainability change agent. 

In addition to identifying events and emotions that arise in the sustainability change 

agent role that create positive and negative emotions, my research (Study 1 and Study 2) 

extends this existing literature by establishing clear links between specific events and specific 

discrete emotional reactions (rather than broad positively and negatively valanced reactions). I 

argue these events and the discrete emotions they elicit are significant as each discrete 

emotion has a different genesis and therefore requires a different response. So, although 

previous researchers have identified the existence of negative emotions in the role, an 

experience of anger is qualitatively different from an experience of fear or sadness and each 

requires different behavioural responses. To capture this nuance in emotion pathways, my 

focus in Study 2 was thus on the discrete emotions of passion and fear which emerged from 

the data in Study 1. 

Additionally, by examining discrete emotions I align this research with Affective 

Events Theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Although previous research on sustainability 

change agents has identified the emotional nature of the role per se, these studies have not 

been grounded in any emotion theory such as AET to explain the relationship between trigger 

events or situational cues in terms of sustainability related initiatives and how this causes 

emotion to be generated. As part of my research, I have integrated emotion theory to include 

AET within the theoretical model of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents as 

presented in the theoretical model developed in Chapter 4 and then tested in Chapter 5 (Study 

1).  

An important distinction in the model of AET is that the experience of emotion in 

response to emotion eliciting events influences a range of professional outcomes in terms of 

job attitudes and behaviours, including performance, commitment and satisfaction (Fisher & 

Ashkanasy, 2000). This effect is observed within the findings of Study 1 (Chapter 3) and 
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Study 2 (Chapter 5), which show that there are both positive outcomes and negative 

consequences of these events and emotions on sustainability change agents’ performance and 

wellbeing. In the qualitative findings from Study 1, one participant described how their 

outburst of frustration about the resistance to the sustainability initiative they were 

recommending led to a relationship breakdown with a client, while another described how 

sharing their feeling of excitement when educating others about green workplace behaviours 

meant they were able to inspire others to engage on the topic. In the quantitative findings 

from Study 2, the results demonstrated statistically how passion arising from sustainability 

related events are more likely to lead to higher job performance, while frustration arising from 

sustainability related events are more likely to lead to higher job burnout. These results 

highlight the important role emotion can play in the professional and personal outcomes for 

sustainability change agents. This finding contributes to existing literature that points to 

emotion impacting burnout and performance in sustainability change agents (Hoffman, 2003; 

Sonenshein et al., 2014). But again, my research advances the field by linking the 

relationships between events, emotion and job outcomes using the emotion theory of AET. 

In addition to the broad spectrum of emotion participants identified, passion and 

frustration emerged as two specific discrete emotions that had a more profound impact on 

their ability to influence change. This was evidenced by the frequency with which these 

emotions were identified within the interview data. A debate within emotion research is that it 

is important to incorporate discrete emotions into a theoretical model, rather than looking 

simply at positive or negative emotions (see Elfenbein, 2007; Lindebaum & Jordan, 2012; 

Solomon, 2007). Therefore, in developing the theoretical model for testing in Chapter 5, I 

chose to focus on passion and frustration as the discrete emotions of interest. By testing the 

model in this way, I was able to generate results that are more specific to the experience of 

sustainability change agents and therefore generate findings of greater contextual relevance. 

That is, the discussion of findings around the outcomes of different emotion regulation 
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strategies from Study 2 (as presented in Section 6.3.2 below) are applicable to the discrete 

emotions of passion and frustration. Thus, it may be more useful for sustainability change 

agents in practice to reflect on their behaviours in the context of the specific emotions of 

passion and frustration as opposed to positive or negative emotions more generally. This 

approach extends current literature which has typically focussed on broad categories of 

emotion rather than the study of specific discrete emotions (Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & 

Crane, 2010; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). 

I also identified that there are strong positive emotions that arise in the work of 

sustainability change agents such as passion, excitement, hope and pride in response to 

successfully influencing others and implementing change. However, with respect to the 

specific discrete emotions experienced by sustainability change agents, studies to date have 

referred primarily to negative emotions such as anger, frustration and hopelessness (Hoffman, 

2003; Sonenshein et al., 2014; Visser & Crane, 2010). While the findings of this research 

echo that negative emotions are indeed a key feature of sustainability change agents’ 

experiences, it also reveals that positive discrete emotions have an important role to play in 

how change agents communicate and influence sustainability initiatives. This supports the 

work of Wright and Nyberg (2012), who also found it is not all doom and gloom in the 

emotional lives of change agents. This again highlights the need to focus on a range of 

discrete emotions, both positive and negative, and the varied outcomes that can arise for 

sustainability change agents. Together, this discussion answers the research question of what 

events and situations cause sustainability change agents to experience strong positive and 

negative emotion when promoting sustainability initiatives.  

6.3.2 Emotion regulation as a strategy for sustainability change agent success 

In this section, I discuss the importance of emotion regulation for sustainability change 

agents and how change agents can adapt different emotion regulation strategies to achieve 

success in their role. As part of the literature review in Chapter 2, I argued that previous 
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research on sustainability change agents had pointed to the idea of “emotional management” 

or “tempered radicalism” as being necessary for successfully navigating the complex 

organisational contexts within which they work to influence green outcomes (Fineman & 

Sturdy, 1999; Meyerson, 2001; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). However, my literature review also 

identified this existing research had not been grounded in any established emotion theory to 

provide a clear theoretical basis for emotion regulation. This was the underlying motivation in 

developing my research questions seeking to understand how sustainability change agents 

regulate emotion when promoting sustainability initiatives (RQ2) and which strategies 

enhance the performance of change agents in their role (RQ4).  

The findings of Study 1 and Study 2 clearly show that sustainability change agents 

actively engage with the range of emotion regulation strategies associated with emotion 

regulation theory, including cognitive reappraisal, suppression and expression (Gross, 1998). 

Furthermore, my results show that sustainability change agents regulate how they express 

emotion (that is, how they will display a discrete or specific emotion) according to what is 

most appropriate for them to influence positive environmental outcomes and achieve success 

in the role. Through Study 1, participants described the importance of managing and adapting 

their emotions because of the impact it had on how they are perceived in their role, how 

successful they are at implementing sustainability initiatives and their level of burnout in the 

role. In other words, they identified that different work outcomes occurred depending on 

whether they changed/controlled their emotion or expressed their feelings authentically. 

These findings expand on current literature that suggests how sustainability change agents 

express emotions in their work has been shown to impact the success of green initiatives 

(Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman, 1996; Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & Nyberg, 

2012). Looking to principles from emotion regulation theory, these findings also align with 

the different work and personal outcomes that are associated with this process, such as job 

performance, wellbeing and satisfaction (Lawrence et.al., 2011; Tamir et.al., 2008). Overall, 
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Study 1 confirmed emotion regulation is an important consideration when examining the 

emotional experience of sustainability change agents and the impact it can have on success in 

the role. I therefore proposed the Gross (1998) process model of emotion regulation integrated 

with AET (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) as the basis for theoretical model of sustainability 

change agent emotion and behaviour at work (as presented in Chapter 4 and tested in Chapter 

5).  

I now pose that specific emotion regulation strategies can be used to enhance the 

performance and success of sustainability change agents. In my research, I have shown that 

the more proficient a sustainability change agent is at managing the emotional dynamics of 

the situation through the process of emotion regulation, the more likely they are to be able to 

successfully influence green outcomes. In an attempt to isolate which strategies may be more 

effective for sustainability change agents in their efforts to implement sustainability 

initiatives, I considered specific situational emotion regulation strategies in Study 2. To add 

further specificity, I examined this in the context of the discrete emotions of passion and 

frustration. However, success as a sustainability change agent does not simply mean 

performance in the role. Therefore, I have also examined burnout as another additional salient 

outcome for sustainability change agents in Study 2 due to the findings of Study 1.  

The first emotion regulation strategy sustainability change agents identified using was 

cognitive reappraisal. In the qualitative accounts of their experiences, participants referred to 

cognitive reappraisal, explaining how they would change their thinking to alter their emotion 

to what would be the most appropriate to achieve their goal in relation to a sustainability 

initiative. For example, in some settings, change agents modified their feelings of frustration 

into a lower valenced emotion like enthusiasm to have their project or suggestions taken 

seriously in a business-like context. In the field of organisational behaviour more broadly, this 

finding aligns with literature that suggests the business setting can demand emotional 

restraint, with excessive displays of emotion or strong emotion seen as inappropriate and 
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ineffective (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1991). For those passionate about sustainability, additional 

expressivity may be interpreted either as too “over the top” or obsession and therefore 

decrease their ability to influence, thus explaining the cognitive reappraisal these participants 

felt was necessary to achieve their goals. On the other hand, in the quantitative study of the 

discrete emotions of passion or frustration cognitive reappraisal did not emerge as a 

significant emotion regulation strategy for sustainability change agents. This is interesting 

because cognitive reappraisal is commonly identified as the most effective emotion regulation 

strategy in terms of outcomes like job performance (Diefendorff et al., 2000) and mental 

wellbeing (Gross & John 2003; John & Gross, 2004). A potential area for future research is, 

therefore, to conduct further quantitative investigation into the strategy of cognitive 

reappraisal for sustainability change agents.  

Next, I found that sustainability change agents who use suppression as an emotion 

regulation strategy on passion are more likely to perform well in their role, but at the same 

time, are also more likely to experience burnout. This aligns with existing research on 

emotion regulation that shows excessive suppression of emotion may lead to burnout (Bakker 

& Heuven, 2006). This finding also adds to existing research on the discrete emotion of 

passion, that shows while passion at work can lead to higher job performance (Dubreuil et al., 

2014), it can also increase personal burnout (Trépanier et al., 2014; Vallerand et al., 2010). 

Together, this has implications for how sustainability change agents might use suppression to 

regulate their feelings of passion. That is, while there may be an uplift in performance, there 

may also be negative consequences of burnout if suppression is used excessively. This would 

be an interesting area for future research to examine the impact of sustainability change 

agents’ suppression of passion over time on performance and burnout. Indeed, this aligns with 

research from Vallerand et al. (2010) that shows passion can also result in psychological costs 

in the form of burnout due to the at times obsessive elements of passion experienced by some 

individuals. 
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Finally, I found in Study 2 that the more sustainability change agents use expression as 

an emotion regulation strategy for the discrete emotion of frustration, the more likely they are 

to experience burnout. This finding adds to existing research on the discrete emotion of 

frustration, that shows frustration in the workplace can have a detrimental impact on job 

performance (Fox & Spector, 1999; LePine et al., 2005) as well as increase personal burnout 

(Zhao et al., 2019). In terms of emotion regulation research, expression of emotion is 

generally seen as an effective strategy for managing emotion as it results in more authentic 

communication and better leadership (Humphrey et al., 2015). However, as shown in my 

study, this effect may not apply for frustration, again highlighting the importance of 

examining discrete emotions. Together, this has implications for how sustainability change 

agents might use expression to regulate their feelings of frustration. That is, the unregulated 

expression of frustration may not be an effective strategy for success as a sustainability 

change agent.  

Together, these findings add support to the arguments from corporate sustainability 

research that posit the need for sustainability change agents to actively manage and control 

their emotions as a tactic for maximising their impact in successfully influencing corporate 

greening (Metcalf & Benn, 2013; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). With respect to existing literature 

that supports these findings around different emotion regulation strategies, there is one study 

on sustainability change agents that does identify the different approaches these professionals 

use to manage their emotions in the role. Wright and Nyberg (2012) classify these emotional 

management strategies as “calculative – change emotion to meet the goal”, “constraining – 

hide or downplay emotion”, “compartmentalising – allow certain emotions in certain 

situations” and “championing – allow true emotions irrespective of contextual norms”. These 

classifications provide a qualitative insight into the strategies that sustainability change agents 

use to adapt and control their emotions. My research extends this by situating the construct of 

emotional management for sustainability change agents within the established field of 
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emotion regulation theory and research as applied to discrete emotions (Gross, 1998; Gross, 

2015; Lawrence et al., 2011) and provides quantitative support for the specific pathways of 

suppressing passion leading to increased performance and expressing frustration leading to 

increased burnout.  

In summary, this is the first research to theoretically link emotion regulation to the 

outcome of sustainability change agents success in influencing green outcomes in an 

organisational setting. It is also makes a unique contribution by identifying specific emotion 

regulation strategies that may enhance or hinder the performance and wellbeing of 

sustainability change agents in relation to the emotions of passion and frustration.  

6.3.3 Emotion regulation in sustainability change agents is a complex and dynamic 

process 

So far, this research contributes to corporate sustainability literature by adding emotion 

regulation as an important theoretical construct in understanding the emotional experience of 

working as a sustainability change agent and as a strategy for success in the role. However, 

sustainability change agents experience varied discrete emotions, have a range of individual 

differences and work within varied organisational settings. This adds a number of contextual 

layers that need to be examined and understood in order to draw specific (rather than general) 

conclusions about the process of emotion regulation including the emotional intelligence of 

individual change agents and the emotion display rules within an organisation around 

sustainability. Gaining an understanding of these factors begins to account for the situational 

variance within which sustainability change agents work and how these factors influence the 

process of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents, thereby answering RQ3. 

6.3.3.1 The role of emotional intelligence 

Throughout this thesis, emotional intelligence has emerged as an important 

consideration for emotion regulation in sustainability change agents. Indeed, emotional 
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intelligence is identified in the literature as being a salient construct for the process of 

emotion regulation as it reflects an individual’s ability to detect and manage emotional cues 

and information (Lawrence et al., 2011). This argument is supported in the context of 

sustainability change agents in this thesis based on the findings of both Study 1 and Study 2. 

In Study 1, participants described how they used their emotional intelligence to identify and 

manage their emotions, as well achieve their goals of implementing sustainability outcomes in 

organisations. For example, those sustainability change agents with an ability to read a room 

to understand the emotional dynamics of other individuals and an understanding of the 

toolbox of emotion regulations strategies they could call on perceived they had a greater 

chance of being successful in their efforts to create change. This adds to arguments from 

existing literature that emotional intelligence is indeed an essential quality for sustainability 

professionals, as it enables them to adapt and engage with their own emotions as they work to 

solve complex problems (Metcalf & Benn, 2013).  

On this basis, I therefore included the construct of emotional intelligence within the 

theoretical model developed in Chapter 4 to account for the moderating effect of individual 

differences in emotional intelligence within sustainability change agents. Testing this 

quantitatively in Study 2, I found that sustainability change agents who are higher in 

emotional intelligence are less likely to suppress passion than those lower in emotional 

intelligence. While sustainability change agents who are higher in emotional intelligence are 

more likely to express passion than those lower in emotional intelligence. These results lend 

support to existing research that individuals higher in emotional intelligence are more easily 

able to shape their emotions and call on different emotion regulation strategies (Barrett & 

Gross, 2001; Cote et al., 2006; Gross, 2015; Troth et al., 2018).  In terms of research on 

sustainability change agents, this is the first known research to account for the moderating 

effect of emotional intelligence in a model of emotion regulation. Together, these findings 

extend current corporate sustainability literature by explicitly accounting for the construct of 
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emotional intelligence in a theoretical model of emotion regulation, as well as empirical 

testing to identify the specific effects on the process of emotion regulation.  

6.3.3.2 The role of organisational display rules 

Another important construct to emerge from this thesis is the role of organisational 

display rules and the impact they have on the process of emotion regulation for sustainability 

change agents. In Study 1, participants identified that in conditions of high support for 

sustainability, they felt like they were more able to freely express their emotions and be more 

authentic about their commitment to sustainability (that is, there was a perception of a lower 

need to regulate emotion). This link between work cultures and how they can dictate the 

expectations around appropriate emotion displays in the workplace aligns with literature on 

organisational display rules in organisational behaviour more broadly (Diefendorff & 

Greguras, 2009; Diefendorff & Richard, 2003). The findings of my study also add support to 

a study by Andersson and Bateman (2000) to understand the process of successful 

championing of environmental issues in organisations, which included an aspect of the 

emotional process of environmental leadership. Specifically, they looked at how 

environmental leaders display emotion in their efforts to influence change. They initially 

predicted if environmental leaders used strong or “hot” emotions to gain support for their 

change initiatives, successful implementation and outcomes from the initiatives would be 

more likely. What they found, however, was the opposite effect. Dramatic and emotional 

displays in fact reduced the effectiveness of environmental leaders in influencing green 

outcomes. An exception to this finding was if the champions felt the environmental paradigm 

of the organisation was strong, in which case displaying drama and strong emotion was a 

successful strategy to communicate about an environmental issue. 

On the other hand, in work environments where sustainability cultures were not 

promoted or other employees were not commonly engaged in sustainability practices, 

participants in Study 1 felt like they were not able to freely express their emotions about 
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sustainability, and in some cases needed to change or hide their true feelings (that is, there 

was a perception of a greater need to regulate emotion). This again supports current research 

that shows when the environmental paradigm of the organisation was perceived to be weak or 

unsupportive, environmental leaders reported success in their leadership behaviours when 

they used rational persuasion and displayed more controlled emotions in a formal and 

business-like manner (Andersson & Bateman, 2000). Similarly, Fineman and Sturdy (1999) 

found sustainability change agents needed to frequently restrain their emotions around 

environmental issues in order to be taken seriously and influence change in the organisations 

they were working in. Finally, Wright and Nyberg’s (2012) conducted a study on emotions 

involved with the work of corporate sustainability specialists, and found these professionals 

felt strong positive and negative emotions with respect to their work activities. Again, the 

change agents had to modify or suppress their emotions to avoid being seen as overly 

emotional or passionate in their work (Wright & Nyberg, 2012).  

Together, this indicates that success as a sustainability change agent involves the 

calculated use of emotional expression in efforts to influence others and implement 

organisational change with respect to environmental issues, and the context within which they 

were working (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman & Sturdy, 1999; Wright & Nyberg, 

2012). That is, organisational support for sustainability sets the context that informs a 

decision by the individual about the amount and type of emotional regulation required 

(Lawrence et al., 2011).	On this basis, I argued that emotion regulation theory can potentially 

explain these outcomes in terms of moderating emotions according to the individual’s goals to 

influence change (Lawrence et al., 2011) and I therefore included organisational display rules 

as a moderating variable within the theoretical model developed in Chapter 4. However, 

testing this quantitatively in Chapter 5, I did not find any significant effects of organisational 

display rules on the process of emotion regulation potentially due to the small sample size in 

Study 2. That said, given the finding from Study 1 and existing literature that do show 
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organisational display rules are an important factor in the experience of sustainability change 

agents, this warrants additional investigation in further quantitative research. In conclusion, 

emotion regulation is indeed a complex and dynamic process for which a number of factors 

need to be considered in order to capture more of the nuance associated with the process.  

6.4 Theoretical and practical contributions 

In this section, I present the overall theoretical contributions and practical implications 

for the program of research I have conducted. A review of the literature suggests that the two 

studies completed in this program of research are the first known application of the affective 

events framework and emotion regulation theory from a management discipline to the 

corporate sustainability workforce. In particular, my research provides a unique contribution 

to the field by examining the impact of specific situational emotion regulation strategies on 

change agent performance and wellbeing/burnout. Another original contribution is that I also 

consider the discrete emotions of passion and frustration in a theoretical and empirical way 

for this group of professionals.  

This research is also distinct in it that focuses broadly on sustainability change agents in 

organisations, rather than isolating one position type in sustainability and examining it 

specifically (for example, “sustainability manager” or “waste management consultant”). 

Furthermore, the sustainability change agent role is known to be set with complex 

organisational conditions (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Sonenshein et al., 2014). By focussing on 

this specific group of change professionals, I have been able to account for this complexity to 

enable the kind of in depth and nuanced understanding that will enable deeper insight into the 

emotional experiences of sustainability change agents, and how they can better manage their 

emotions to maximise their influence in organisations. Not only do the findings extend both 

emotions in the workplace and corporate sustainability literature, the research also has strong 

practical implications for sustainability change agents and organisations. 
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From a methodological perspective, the multi-method approach of using both 

qualitative and quantitative approaches helped to provide both an exploratory view of this 

phenomenon (based on my qualitative study) as well as the ability to make some general 

explanatory observations (based on my quantitative study). While Study 1 included open 

ended questions to explore participants’ values, emotions and emotion regulation in detail and 

depth, Study 2 recruited measures that had been previously validated in the literature. This 

strengthens both the richness of the findings and the validity of the results obtained. Overall, 

this program of research provides a more nuanced view of the dynamic process of emotion 

regulation for sustainability change agents, thus allowing for more specific and detailed 

insights to be drawn from the findings and applied to professionals in the field of corporate 

sustainability. 

6.4.1 Theoretical Contributions 

The premise of this thesis is that sustainability change agents experience and express 

emotions in their efforts to successfully influence sustainability outcomes in organisations. I 

have also identified that sustainability change agents work in a variety of contexts, ranging 

from those with full organisational support to little organisational support for the 

sustainability agenda. In addition, this program of research provides further support for 

research that shows emotional expression by sustainability change agents is a contributing 

factor to how successful these professionals can be in their implementation of green initiatives 

in the workplace (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Fineman & Sturdy, 1996; Wright & Nyberg, 

2012). There is, therefore, a need for theorising about the mechanisms that underpin 

emotional management by sustainability professionals.  

As noted above, my original program of research considered the construct of emotion 

regulation in the specific context of sustainability change agents. From a theoretical 

perspective, this leads to a number of contributions. First, is the development of a new 

theoretical model of sustainability change agent success and how this is influenced by 
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emotion regulation, emotional intelligence and organisational display rules. To conceptualise 

this model, I have reviewed existing relevant theoretical frameworks – Affective Events 

Theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1994) and the Process Model of Emotion Regulation (Gross, 

1998) and demonstrated how these models can be logically combined to better understand the 

change agent experience. I have also provided arguments for why the sustainability change 

agent role is emotional and how AET and Emotional Regulation are relevant frameworks for 

better understating change agent experiences and success. Through this approach, I extend 

existing theory by combining both AET and emotion regulation in a change context.  

My model also provides a framework to assess the impact of emotion regulation on how 

sustainability change agents successfully implement sustainability initiatives. Furthermore, 

the model contributes to a more detailed unpacking of the implications of the emotion 

regulation process (Gross, 1998; Grandey & Melloy, 2017) by accounting for contextual 

variation in organisations (i.e. the emotion display rules around sustainability) and individual 

differences in emotional intelligence between sustainability change agents. Furthermore, by 

narrowing the focus of the theoretical model in Study 2 to situational emotion regulation 

strategies (Gross, 2015; Kobylinska & Kusev, 2019), I also contribute to the theorising called 

for by John and Eng (2014) to apply more integrative frameworks and mediation research in 

the study of emotion regulation.  

The model highlights the importance of the interface between emotional displays by 

change agents and how they use emotion regulation strategies to achieve green outcomes and 

progress the sustainability agenda. General application of the model demonstrates that when 

sustainability change agents recruit emotion regulation strategies to support emotional 

expression in line with organisational display rules, success is enhanced, and when emotions 

are expressed that contradict organisational display rules, success is inhibited. Sustainability 

change agents higher in emotional intelligence are better able to navigate this process 

successfully. In terms of quantitative testing (as conducted in Study 2), findings suggest that 
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sustainability change agents who suppress passion may be able to increase performance, but 

at the same time, also experience an increase in burnout, while expressing their frustration can 

lead to increased burnout. Furthermore, sustainability change agents higher in emotional 

intelligence are more likely to use strategies of suppression (to a lesser extent) and expression 

on feelings of passion. My application of the theoretical model to passion and frustration also 

responds to the call for more theorising and research on discrete emotions in emotion 

regulation research (Gooty, Gavin & Ashkanasy, 2009; Webb et al., 2012). 

To summarise my overall theoretical contribution, I adapted a general model of emotion 

regulation (Weiss & Cropanzano; Gross, 1998) and through the findings of Study 1, refined 

this into a theoretical model of emotion regulation specifically for sustainability change 

agents. Then, through further specification and scoping, developed a model of situational 

emotion regulation for the discrete emotions of passion and frustration. As such, my research 

is unique in considering emotion regulation theory as a way to better understand the 

emotional experiences and impact of emotions on sustainability change agents in the 

corporate sustainability movement. 

6.4.2 Practical Contributions 

Here I present how my program of research may be able to inform practical 

opportunities for sustainability change agents, managers and organisations. First, for 

sustainability change agents, my research has highlighted specific emotion regulation 

strategies that these professionals can use to increase their ability to successfully implement 

sustainability initiatives. This presents an opportunity for sustainability change agents to 

engage in training on the specific strategies that will be most effective in helping them to 

achieve work goals as well as activities to protect against burnout. Indeed, emotion regulation 

has been shown to be a trainable skill with positive outcomes in psychotherapy settings 

(Berking, Ebert, Cuijpers, & Hofmann, 2013) and there are studies that show certain activities 

such as meditation and relaxation aids in the recovery from excessive emotion regulation 



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 175 

(Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Oerlemans & Koszucka, 2018). For sustainability change agents, an 

example intervention may be a training program that educates participants that suppressing 

and expressing their passion can have a positive impact on performance, however, it can also 

increase the likelihood of burnout. It may also include education about techniques for using 

alternate emotion regulation strategies (such as cognitive reappraisal), as well as tactics for 

coping with or preventing burnout and building resilience to the emotion rollercoaster that 

they can experience in the role. As Fisk and Dionisi (2010) argue, emotion regulation and 

resilience are intrinsically linked in organisational settings. Another practical implication 

from my research is that it may assist change agents to be more aware of the dynamics of 

emotion regulation and emotional intelligence, and how they personally recruit different 

strategies to align with emotion display rules in organisations around sustainability issues.  

For managers, I argue they need to gain a better understanding of the range of discrete 

emotions associated with the role and the impact of these emotions on change agent success. 

This may allow managers to create governance systems and organisational contexts that foster 

sustainability policy and practice, thereby increasing the acceptance of authentic emotion 

displays and the potential for sustainability change agents to experience improved 

performance outcomes. It also allows greater understanding of the experiences of change 

agents at work, including issues of emotion, retention, behaviour and performance. These are 

important considerations for getting top management buy in to issues in the workplace 

(Dutton & Ashford, 1993) and building the capacity of sustainability change agents (Taylor et 

al., 2013) 

At the organisational level, it is imperative that companies wishing to progress a green 

agenda show explicit organisational support (via policies and leadership) for sustainability 

objectives, as this contributes to the emotional display rules around sustainability initiatives 

and issues in the organisation. This practical implication stems from the relationship between 

organisational support for sustainability and change agent success as identified in this 
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research and supported by literature (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; Egri & Herman, 2000, 

Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). That is, in organisations with high support for sustainability, 

my model suggests that when the change agent role is supported, individuals in these roles 

therefore more likely to be able to express a wider range of authentic emotions. In conditions 

of low support for sustainability, change agents need to be aware of the display rules to avoid 

their passion for the topic being misunderstood and their work discredited. Based on the 

model developed in this thesis and the subsequent empirical findings, I propose that 

sustainability change agents could potentially modify their emotions in communicating and 

influencing sustainability initiatives and match this to the level of support for such activities 

in their organisation. I see this as an important consideration for how change agents can 

increase the likelihood of a sustainability initiative’s success. Finally, as organisations 

increasingly value sustainability outcomes and recruit professionals to enact and engage such 

change (Benn et al., 2014), the findings of this research can potentially be used to inform the 

recruitment and selection of sustainability roles based on the capacity of incumbents to 

regulate their own and others’ emotions. That is, candidates would likely benefit from having 

capacity in the areas of emotional intelligence, emotion regulation and resilience, as opposed 

to simply the technical skills required for the role (Knight & Paterson, 2018; Nikolaou et al., 

2007).  

Overall, individual change agents, their managers and organisations are likely to benefit 

from a deeper understanding of the role of emotion regulation in progressing corporate 

sustainability agendas. With sustainability change agents being at the front line of the 

organisational response to sustainability, researchers and practitioners in the field need to 

ensure these professionals feel supported to maintain their commitment and develop their 

resilience to withstand the challenges faced in their role, and in turn, support the viability of 

the corporate sustainability movement.  
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6.5 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

In addition to the contributions outlined above, my program of research also has a 

number of limitations. In this section, I present some general limitations, as well as specific 

limitations of each study. Overall, my focus on sustainability change agents limits the 

generalisability of findings to this group only. My decision to scope the project to focus on 

sustainability change agents was intended to contribute to the corporate sustainability agenda 

and the role of organisations in mitigating climate change progression (Benn et al., 2014; 

Robertson & Barling, 2013). I note, however, that many of my findings may be applied to 

organisational change agents more generally who may experience similar events and 

emotions. However, there is limited research on emotion regulation in the organisational 

change context in general to make such comparisons (Avey, Wernsing, & Luthans, 2008; 

Todnem, 2005). Clearly there is opportunity for further research on change and the emotions 

of those enabling that change in the sustainability context, as well as organisational change 

more broadly.  

With respect to the samples of sustainability change agents in both studies, there are 

two factors that may potentially effect or bias the research findings, 1) variation in age and 

experience of participants and 2) that the sample self-selected to participate in the study (i.e. 

people opted in to the survey and the interviews). These limitations on the sample may 

generate results that are not representative of the wider population of sustainability change 

agents (Saunders et al., 2017). That is, a different sample may have yielded different results. 

To mitigate this in Study 1, I followed established recommendations for sample size in 

interview studies (Saunders & Townsend, 2016; Saunders et al., 2016) and applied the 

principles of analytic induction to ensure saturation within the data was reached (Pascale, 

2011). For Study 2, I acknowledge the sample limitation, and in future research would 

consider replicating the study with a different set of participants to test the validity of findings 

against this sample of sustainability change agents.  
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Another overall limitation to my program of research is that emotion regulation is a 

dynamic process, whereas my research has captured it within a static theoretical model. I was 

able to demonstrate the dynamic complexity of the process to an extent in Study 1 by using 

qualitative research methods. However, to enable any generalisability from Study 2, I had to 

test a static rather than dynamic model. I have attempted to address this somewhat by using an 

experimental design based on event recall in Study 2, but capturing the complexity of dealing 

with multiple competing organisational agendas and conflicting emotions is difficult to do in 

cross sectional research.  

6.5.1 Research limitations of Study 1 

Study 1 relies on qualitative research methods, the limitations of which I have 

attempted to mitigate by using robust and well supported data collection and analysis 

techniques. Nevertheless, some weaknesses remain. First, this data collection method is 

subject to potential memory distortions and social desirability bias in how participants answer 

the questions. To address this in Study 1, the interviews included probing questions to assist 

with recollecting events and experiences (Fontana & Frey, 2005), and participants were 

assured of confidentiality and tried to develop a rapport with the interviewees who were 

encouraged to answer questions openly and honestly to reduce bias (Punch, 2005). Second, 

the data analysis can be limited by the experience, understandings, expectations and 

interpretations of one researcher (Creswell, 2003). For instance, another researcher faced with 

the same information may have identified and constructed a different set of variables to 

explain the relationships and pathways for a model of emotion regulation for sustainability 

change agents. To address this, I used analytic induction as a method for data analysis, which 

allows for consideration of existing theories as well as new constructs and insights (Pascale, 

2011). This first involved systematic analysis of the interview data using codes identified 

from relevant literature, followed by a deeper exploration through a cycle of reflections 

guided by codes, patterns and themes. I also used an independent third-party researcher to 
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review the data and coding process to ensure inter-rater reliability. This approach is 

recommended by Creswell (2003) to reduce bias and optimise the legitimacy of findings.  

6.5.2 Research limitations of Study 2 

In Study 2, potential limitations include self-report surveys, common method bias and 

low response rate to the online survey. Self-report surveys are often criticised because they in 

part rely on recall and participants may experience memory decay and hindsight bias in 

providing their responses (Hoffrage & Pohl, 2003). Memory distortion was partly addressed 

in this study through the use of day reconstruction method (Kahneman et al., 2004) in my data 

collection at Time 2.  Specifically, I directed participants to report on their behaviour in 

relation to a specific event rather than describing their behaviour generally. Also, researchers 

have demonstrated that hindsight bias and memory distortion do not necessarily have strong, 

consistent effects (Conway & Lance, 2010) and therefore a self-report survey does not always 

distort data. In my research, a self-report survey was the appropriate method to answer my 

research question as the constructs explored were of a personal nature as they were 

phenomena experienced by the individual. Furthermore, in reporting on my findings, I framed 

the results in terms of sustainability change agents’ perceptions as opposed to explaining them 

as objective measures.  

Using a survey as the sole data collection technique within a study can potentially lead 

to common method variance (see Jordan & Troth, 2019, for a discussion of this concept in 

applied settings). Attempts to minimise this effect include using a split administration over 

two time points (Podsakoff et al., 2003) and varying the response set. The potential for 

common method bias in my study was further addressed by confirming the construct validity 

of all constructs, by demonstrating a lack of overlap between the constructs measured in the 

same instrument (Clark & Watson, 1995). I also ensured methodological separation of 

measurement by separating items relating to the same construct in the survey (Conway & 

Lance, 2010), to minimise Common Method Bias in Study 2. 
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Finally, this study may be limited by a large drop off in participants between Time 1 

and Time 2, which resulted in small sample size who completed both Time 1 and Time 2 

surveys (n=59). Whilst still compliant with the sample size justification suggested by 

VanVoorhis and Morgan (2007), there may have been insufficient power in the sample size 

for data analysis completed on the matched data set to account for the full moderated-

mediated model of emotion regulation for sustainability change agents. This may have limited 

the number of significant results observed. The learnings from this are that in future research, 

I will utilise techniques to maximise survey completion across two time points, such as 

incentives and reminders to complete the follow-on survey.  

6.6 Future research 

In this thesis, I have outlined theoretical and empirical support for emotion regulation as 

a key feature in the success of sustainability change agents. Now in this section, I identify a 

number of areas that may be worthwhile directions for future research. In general, the topics 

presented in this thesis could be examined with a larger sample of sustainability change 

agents to potentially enhance the power of the analysis techniques used and strengthen some 

of the statistical findings. I also identify three specific areas for future research including 1) 

testing the theoretical model more fully with different discrete emotions 2) consideration of 

habitual vs situational emotion regulation and 3) the interpersonal factors of emotion 

regulation that relate to the perception and communication of emotion between people.  

The results of this program of research have shown there are important nuances and 

variations in the emotion regulation strategies change agents use depending on the discrete 

emotion they are experiencing. That is, when experiencing passion, a change agent is more 

likely to use suppression as a strategy, whereas they are more likely to use expression as a 

strategy when experiencing frustration. Sustainability change agents could, therefore, 

strategically employ emotion regulation strategies to alter their emotions in conditions where 

the does not match their true emotional experience. For example, a change agent in conditions 
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of low support for sustainability could temper or regulate the intensity of their expressed 

emotions, thereby enhancing the likelihood of successfully influencing a green agenda. In this 

case, the change agent may engage an emotional labour strategy (especially surface acting to 

start with) to keep their emotions in check (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Grandey, 2000). 

Given the negative consequences of stress from extended emotional suppression (Morris & 

Feldman, 1996), this would not be a long-term solution. Change agents may be better off 

trying to shift their emotional efforts away from suppression among other employees towards 

appropriate expression (e.g. via cognitive reappraisal efforts) or to another emotion entirely 

(e.g. from anger to enthusiasm; from frustration to hope). The deliberate display of particular 

emotions and emotional intensities by sustainability change agents through emotional 

regulation to better fit the emotional display rules, therefore, offers a promising area for 

further research. 

As shown in this thesis, individuals’ use of emotion regulation comprises both 

habitual/trait like and situational components (Gross & John, 2003). In a habitual response, an 

individual will consistently use the same emotion regulation strategies, independent of 

situational variation (for example, in most situations they will tend to use cognitive 

reappraisal). In contrast, in a situational response, the individual may vary the emotion 

regulation strategy they use depending on the situation. As an example, a sustainability 

change agent seeking to influence green outcomes in a pro-environmental organisation may 

perceive that authentic emotional expression is the most appropriate strategy for them to 

achieve the goal, in which case they would select that emotion regulation strategy to suit the 

situation. As a contrasting example, a sustainability change agent seeking to influence green 

outcomes in an organisation where environmental issues are less valued may perceive that 

neutralising or suppressing emotion in their efforts to create change is the most appropriate 

strategy for them to achieve the goal. While my focus was on situational emotion regulation, 

it may be worthwhile exploring what proportion of the variance in performance and burnout 
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outcomes due to emotion eliciting events are due to habitual versus situational emotion 

regulation. 

Finally, while not considered in this thesis, there are interpersonal factors that also 

impact emotion regulation at the individual level. These factors relate to the perception and 

communication of emotion between people. That is, when an individual is assessing their own 

emotional experiences, they will also be processing the emotions of others around them to 

inform how they regulate their own emotion. In Troth et al.’s (2018) review of emotion 

regulation at the interpersonal level, the authors describe the need for employees to regulate 

their own emotions as well as the emotions of others to enhance the quality of interactions 

with their colleagues. When individuals account for these interpersonal factors in their own 

emotion regulation, they are better able to moderate and express emotion more effectively 

(Troth et al., 2018). For example, if a sustainability change agent can influence the emotions 

of people around them who are cynical about climate change or a manager who is frustrated 

by a sustainability initiative, they may be more likely to achieve their own sustainability 

related goals. As Ashkanasy (2003) highlighted, the application of emotion related skills led 

to better relationships and enhanced the ability of a leader to perform his or her role. I 

therefore propose the ability of sustainability change agents to regulate the emotions of others 

around them as a key interpersonal factor to examine in future research on emotion regulation 

in this group of professionals.  

6.7 Concluding statements 

Transitioning towards more sustainable practices in industry is now a critical pathway 

to a positive global future, with corporate sustainability emerging at the forefront of 

organisational efforts in this shift (Benn et al., 2014; Van Marrewijk, 2003). A central 

element to the progress of corporate sustainability agendas is the individual change agents 

working at the front line to implement and influence green outcomes (Andersson & Bateman, 

2000; Knight & Paterson, 2018; Visser & Crane, 2010). As my thesis has confirmed, working 
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in this role is often accompanied by intense emotional experiences that need to be managed 

for a change agent to be most effective in their greening efforts (Andersson & Bateman, 2000; 

Fineman, 1996; Wright & Nyberg, 2012). 

This thesis seeks to present a fine-grained understanding of the emotional experiences 

of sustainability change agents and how they use emotion regulation to achieve their 

objectives. I argue this is an essential consideration in understanding how these change agents 

navigate their complex work environments to successfully sell and implement green agendas 

and initiatives, and ultimately influence sustainability outcomes. Thus, committed and 

talented individuals alone are insufficient to generate significant progress in the corporate 

sustainability movement; organisations need to foster and develop a climate that favours 

sustainability principles and goals in order for these professionals to do their best work. If 

organisations truly value corporate sustainability as much as the rhetoric suggests (Metcalf & 

Benn, 2013; Nguyen & Slater, 2010; Snider, Hill & Martin, 2003), clear policy, top 

management buy-in and cultural change should also be priorities of any sustainability agenda 

to support the emotions of sustainability change agents and maximise their impact. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Interview information form and pre-interview questionnaire for Study 1 
 

Project Title: Emotional regulation in sustainability change agents 
 
Invitation and purpose:  
You are invited to participate in a research interview. This is because you have been identified 
as someone who has a great deal to share about what it takes to create green change in 
organisations. The research project as a whole focuses on the experience of sustainability 
change agents in the organisational context, with particular interest in understanding the 
emotions that might be associated with the role. The project aim is to increase understanding 
of how sustainability change agents regulate their emotions to maximise their ability to 
influence environmental outcomes in organisations.  
 
The researchers 
Griffith University (Australia) is the hosting organisation for this research in affiliation with 
the University of Colorado (USA). The project is being completed as part of a program of 
research done towards the award of a Doctor of Philosophy. This research team is: 
 

Chief Investigator 
Professor Peter Jordan 
Department of Employment Relations 
and Human Resources, Griffith Business 
School 
Email: peter.jordan@griffith.edu.au 
Phone +61 7 37353717 

Student Investigator 
Jessica Blomfield 
Department of Employment Relations 
and Human Resources, Griffith Business 
School 
j.blomfield@griffith.edu.au  
jessica.blomfield@colorado.edu  

 
What you will be asked to do 
Your participation in this project will involve an interview with a researcher. These interviews 
will be audio-recorded with your permission and take approximately 30 minutes to an hour. 
These interviews will be held at a location convenient and comfortable for you. Should 
further interviews be necessary, they will only occur with your consent.   
 
The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 
You have been identified as a potential participant for this study based on your professional 
standing as a change agent for environmental sustainability in the organisational context. 
Participation is voluntary and refusal to participate will involve no penalty.   
 
The expected benefits of the research  
The benefits of this research are expected to be a contribution to understanding the types of 
emotions that sustainability change agents experience in their work, and how emotions effect 
the ability of change agents to generate impact.  
 
Risks to you  
There are negligible risks to you by participating in this study. All interview responses will 
transcribed after the interview and the original recordings destroyed.  The interviews will be 
de-identified after transcription and the data will be held on a secure password protected 
computer.  No personal identification of individuals will be included in any publication 
relating to this research. All correspondence following the initial contact will be directly with 
the researchers identified above.   
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Your confidentiality 
You will not be identified in any publication or reporting resulting from this study, however 
anonymous quotations may be used. Once the interview is completed, the researcher will send 
a copy of the transcript to confirm the accuracy of the conversation and add or clarify any 
points. Once the audiotapes are transcribed, they will be destroyed. The storage of this data 
will be completely secure and confidential, with only the researcher having access.  
 
Your participation is voluntary 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. It will in no way impact your 
relationship with the researcher or Griffith University. You are free to withdraw from the 
study at any time without comment or penalty. 
 
Questions / further information 
For additional information about this project, please contact Jessica Blomfield at 
j.blomfield@griffith.edu.au or jessica.blomfield@colorado.edu.au.  
 
The ethical conduct of this research 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research.  If participants have any concerns or complaints about the 
ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 
(+617) 373 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 
 
Feedback to you 
Upon completion of the project, the researcher will prepare a final project report based on the 
overall findings and results of the research.  You will be notified when this is available and 
can access the report on request to the researchers listed above.  
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 
third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 
purposes.  However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.  For further information 
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan or telephone 
(+617) 3735 5585. 
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Appendix B: Consent Form for Study 1 
 
 

CONSENT FORM 
 
This project is being conducted to understand the experience of sustainability change agents in 
the organisational context, with particular interest in understanding the emotions that might be 
associated with the role. The project aim is to increase understanding of how sustainability 
change agents use emotional regulation to maximise their ability to influence environmental 
outcomes in organisations.  
I confirm that: 
 
• I have read and understood the information sheet, a copy of which I have retained.   

• I understand that my involvement in this research will include completion interview 
with a researcher; this interview will be recorded and transcribed with my consent.   

• I understand the risks involved. 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 
research. 

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and I am free to 
withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty. 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team. 

• The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your 
identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not 
be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or 
other regulatory authority requirements.  A de-identified copy of this data may be used 
for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be 
safeguarded. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan 
at http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-
privacy-plan. 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 
Human Research Ethics Committee on (+617) 373 54375 (or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project. 

• I agree to participate in the project. 

Signatures:         ______________________________                      ______________ 
                           Participant                                                                 Date 
 
                           ______________________________                      ______________ 
                           Investigator(s)                                                           Date 

 
 

Thank you for your assistance with this research project. 
 

*Electronic signature is acceptable – please type your name and insert the date, then return via 
email to j.blomfield@griffith.edu.au or jessica.blomfield@colorado.edu   
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Appendix C: Pre-Interview questionnaire for Study 1 
 

 
 
 
 
 

PRE-INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Before you meet with the researcher to conduct the interview, please complete the following form 
to streamline the face-to-face interview time. Please note, this study does not aim to evaluate your 
performance. Rather, we are trying to learn more about your perceptions and experiences of your 
role as a sustainability change agent to contribute to organisational understanding about the role. 
 

Question Your response 
What are your current qualifications?  
How long have you been working in 
sustainability?  

 

What is your current position?  
What are your responsibilities in this 
role? 

 

How long have you been in this role?  
What industry is the organisation in?  
What is your gender?  
What is your age?  

 
The formal interview is planned to last no longer than one hour. During this time, we have several 
questions that we would like to cover. If time begins to run short, it may be necessary to interrupt 
you in order to push ahead and complete this line of questioning.  
 

Thank you for your assistance with this research project. 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol for Study 1 
 
1. Interviewee Name: 
2. Interviewee Position Title: 
3. Interviewee Organisation: 
4. Other Topics Discussed: 
5. Documents Obtained: 

 
Section A: Background 

• How would you describe your role in your own words?  
• How would you describe your sustainability/environmental values? 
• What led you towards work in sustainability?  
• It is important to feel like you are able to make a difference in your role? Do you feel 

like you are able to make a difference? 
Section B: Experiences at work  

• What is the attitude/support of your organisation towards sustainability? 
• How compatible are your sustainability/environmental values with the operations of 

your organisation? 
• How do you define success as a sustainability change agent/what gives you 

satisfaction? 
• What challenges do you face in your role as a sustainability change agent? 

Section C: Emotions 
• Do you ever experience strong emotions in your work, positive or negative?  
• Can you give an example of story about a time you felt a strong emotional reaction, 

and the event that triggered that? How did play out at work? 
o Do you think this emotion helped or hindered your work effort and 

performance? 
o What happened after this event and your emotional reaction?  
o Is there anything you would have done differently?  

• Are there any other events that particularly stand out as causing you to experience 
emotion, positive or negative?  

Section D: Emotional Regulation 
• Do you ever feel like you need to change, control or regulate your emotions to 

maintain your work effort/generate outcomes? What makes you feel this is necessary?  
• Can you give an example or story of when you felt strong emotion at work, but then 

changed or controlled that in some way?  
o What emotion did you feel initially? 
o What techniques or strategies did you use to control and change the emotions? 
o What was the outcome of you changing your emotions in this way? Were you 

able to resolve the situation and achieve the desired outcome? 
• Is this something you feel like you have to do regularly in your role? 
• How effective do you think these strategies are? Do you think they contribute to the 

sustainability initiatives and outcomes you are able influence and implement in your 
role?  

• How does this need to change your emotions effect you personally? (Prompt: is this 
stressful or is it a tool of influence that help you) 
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Appendix E: Survey and consent information for Study 2 
 

Title of research project: Emotional regulation in sustainability change agents 
 
Brief outline of research project 
You are invited to participate in a research study. This project is being conducted to investigate 
events and situations that cause sustainability change agents to experience emotion at work. 
The project aim is to increase understanding of how sustainability change agents use emotional 
regulation to maximise their ability to influence environmental outcomes in organisations. 
Griffith University is the hosting organisation for this research, with the project being 
completed as part of a program of research done towards the award of a Doctor of Philosophy. 
 
What type of participant do we need? 
We require participants who are currently working as change agents for environmental 
sustainability within an organisation. Example roles include officer, manager, consultant or 
employee working to influence sustainability outcomes in an organisation.  
 
What you will be asked to do 
This is a 2-part online survey that aims to understand the emotions associated with your work 
as a sustainability change agent, and how you regulate emotion in the role. You will receive the 
first online survey, which will take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. Two weeks later, 
you will receive the second online survey, which will take 10 minutes to complete.  
 
Consent to participate 
By completing the online surveys, you will be indicating your consent for the researchers to use your 
data in their research. There will be no penalty if you choose not to complete any part of the surveys. 
 
The expected benefits of the research 
The benefits of this research are expected to be a contribution to understanding the types of 
emotions that sustainability change agents experience in their work, and how this effects their 
ability to influence change.  
 
Your confidentiality 
Participants and participating organisations will not be identifiable in any future academic 
publications and/or reports without prior approval. 
 
Information will be collected from you to be included in the analysis of the research. The online 
survey data will remain confidential, and individuals will not be identified from this research or any 
future research that may be carried out. All data collected for this study will be stored securely by 
the Chief Investigator of the research for a period of 5 years.   
 
Please note that participant names and their organisations will be coded prior to any notes and/or 
other data being put into any digital format. Access to the data will be limited to the researchers 
and research staff appointed to the project. 
 
Your participation is voluntary 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You do not need to answer all of the questions 
unless you wish to do so. Participants are free to withdraw from the study at any time. There 
are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this research. 
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Participant access to the final results of the research 
Upon completion of the project, the researcher will prepare a final project report based on the 
overall findings and results of the research.  You will be notified when this is available and can 
access the report on request to the researchers listed above.  
 
Questions / further information 
For additional information about this project, please contact the Jessica Blomfield at 
j.blomfield@griffith.edu.au 
 

Chief Investigator 
Professor Peter Jordan 
Department of Employment Relations and 
Human Resources, Griffith Business 
School 
Email: peter.jordan@griffith.edu.au 
Phone +61 7 37353717 

Student Investigator 
Jessica Blomfield 
Department of Employment Relations and 
Human Resources, Griffith Business 
School 
j.blomfield@griffith.edu.au  

 
 
Ethical conduct of this research 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research (GU Ref No: 2016/452).  If participants have any concerns or 
complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, 
Research Ethics on (617) 373 54375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 
third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements.  A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 
purposes.  However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.  For further information 
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan or telephone 
(617) 3735 5585. 
 

Completion and submission of this survey will be taken as your consent to participate in the 
research. 

 
Thank you for your assistance with this research project. 

 
Please Retain This Information Sheet for Future Reference 

 
 
 
 
  



 

Jessica Blomfield – Doctoral Thesis 
  
  

Page 209 

Appendix F: Survey instrument for Study 2 - Time 1 
 
By completing the online surveys, you will be indicating your consent for the researchers to 
use your data in their research. There will be no penalty if you choose not to complete any 
part of the survey. 
 
Q1.  What is your gender?  
Male  
Female  
 
Q2.  What is your age? :  
 
Q3. What is the country of your birth? ________________  
 
Q4.  How long have you worked in sustainability?   

• 0-5 years 
• 5-10 years 
• 10-15 years 
• 15-20 years 
• More than 20 years 

 
Q5. What is your current job title?  _____________________________ 
 
Q6. Please use the following rating scale to indicate how well you think the statements below 
describe yourself. 
 
Rating 1-7: 
1) Disagree strongly  
2) Disagree moderately  
3) Disagree a little  
4) Neither agree nor disagree  
5) Agree a little  
6) Agree moderately  
7) Agree strongly  
 
1. I have a good sense of why I have certain feelings most of the time. 
2. I have good understanding of my own emotions. 
3. I really understand what I feel. 
4. I always know whether or not I am happy. 
5. I always know my friends' emotions from their behavior. 
6. I am a good observer of others' emotions. 
7. I am sensitive to the feelings and emotions of others. 
8. I have good understanding of the emotions of people around me. 
9. I always set goals for myself and then try my best to achieve them. 
10. I always tell myself I am a competent person. 
11. I am a self-motivated person. 
12. I would always encourage myself to try my best. 
13. I am able to control my temper and handle difficulties rationally. 
14. I am quite capable of controlling my own emotions. 
15. I can always calm down quickly when I am very angry. 
16. I have good control of my own emotions. 
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Q8: We would like to ask you some questions about how you generally manage your 
emotions at work. 
 
 Strongly 

Disagree 
(1) 

Disagree 
(2) 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree (3) 

Agree 
(4) 

Strongly 
Agree (5) 

Part of my job is to make 
people feel good about 
sustainability issues (1) 

     

My workplace does not expect 
me to express positive 
emotions to people about 
sustainability issues as part of 
my job. (2) 

     

This organisation would say 
that part of influencing 
sustainability outcomes with 
people is friendly, cheerful 
communication. (3) 

     

My organisation expects me to 
try to act excited and 
enthusiastic in my interactions 
with people about 
sustainability issues. (4) 

     

I am expected to suppress my 
bad moods or negative 
reactions to people in relation 
to sustainability issues. (5) 

     

This organisation expects me 
to try to pretend that I am not 
upset or distressed about 
sustainability issues (6) 

     

I am expected to try to pretend 
I am not angry or feeling 
contempt about sustainability 
issues while on the job. (7) 

     

 
 
Q9: We would like to ask you some questions about your emotional life, in particular, how 
you manage your emotions. The questions below involve two distinct aspects of your 
emotional life. One is your emotional experience, or what you feel like inside. The other is 
your emotional expression, or how you show your emotions in the way you talk, gesture, or 
behave. Although some of the following questions may seem similar to one another, they 
differ in important ways.   
 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:  
 
Rating 1-7: 
(1) Strongly Disagree  
(2) Disagree  
(3) Slightly Disagree  
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(4) Neutral  
(5) Slightly Agree  
(6) Agree  
(7) Strongly Agree  
 

1. When I want to feel more positive emotion (such as joy or amusement), I change what 
I'm thinking about.  

2. I keep my emotions to myself.  
3. What I'm feeling is written all over my face.  
4. When I want to feel less negative emotion (such as sadness or anger), I change what 

I'm thinking about.  
5. When I am feeling positive emotions, I am careful not to express them.  
6. When I'm faced with a stressful situation, I make myself think about it in a way that 

helps me stay calm.  
7. When I am feeling negative emotions, people can easily see exactly what I am feeling 
8. I control my emotions by not expressing them.  
9. When I want to feel more positive emotion, I change the way I'm thinking about the 

situation. 
10. When I am feeling positive emotions, people can easily see exactly what I am feeling.  
11. I control my emotions by changing the way I think about the situation I'm in.  
12. When I am feeling negative emotions, I make sure not to express them.  
13. When I want to feel less negative emotion, I change the way I'm thinking about the 

situation.  
14. I freely and naturally express my emotions.  

 
Q10: Thinking about yourself and how you normally feel, to what extent do you feel this way 
in general:  
 
Not at all (1) A little (2) Moderately (3) Quite a bit (4) Extremely (5) 
 

• Upset 
• Scared  
• Alert  
• Excited  
• Enthusiastic  
• Nervous   
• Determined  
• Distressed  
• Afraid  
• Inspired  
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Appendix G: Survey instrument for Study 2 - Time 2 
 
Two weeks have passed since you completed the online survey about the emotions of 
working as a sustainability change agent. It's now time to complete Part 2. 
 
This part of the survey relates to events and situations in your work that cause specific 
emotions.  
 
By completing the online surveys, you will be indicating your consent for the researchers to 
use your data in their research. There will be no penalty if you choose not to complete any 
part of the survey. 
 
This survey will take about 15 minutes to complete. 
 
Part A: 
 
First, we’d like you to think about your experience of working to influence sustainability 
outcomes. Have there been any events or situations that caused you to have an emotional 
reaction? Specifically, think of a time when you felt passion as part of your work. 
 
In a few sentences or less, please describe this event: 
 
In a few sentences or less, please describe emotional experience of passion that occurred from 
this event:  
 
When did this event take place (eg. last year, 2 months ago, etc.)? 
 
How often do events similar to this occur?  

• Never 
• A few times a year  
• Monthly 
• A few times a month 
• Every week 
• A few times a week 
• Every day 

 
Rate the extent to which you felt the following emotions as part of the event or situation you 
described here:  
 
Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
• Passion  
• Frustration 

 
We’d now like you to think about your work tasks and ability to influence a sustainability 
outcome or initiative following the event you described above, and the feelings of passion.  
 
Think also about your work tasks and goals as a sustainability change agent, for example:  

• Improve awareness about sustainability in your organisation  
• Positively influence sustainability attitudes in your organisation 
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• Implement sustainability initiatives  
• Improve environmental performance of your organisation 
• Create behaviour change 
• Positively influence sustainability outcomes in your organisation 

 
 In light of the event and the emotions you experienced, to what extent were you able to 
fulfill the work tasks and goals of your role as a sustainability change agent, and do the 
following:  
 
  
  Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 
1. Adequately complete assigned duties 1 2 3 4 5 

2. Fulfil the responsibilities specified in my job 
description 1 2 3 4 5 

3. Perform tasks that are expected of me 1 2 3 4 5 
4. Meet formal performance requirements of the job 1 2 3 4 5 

5. Engage in activities that will directly affect my 
performance evaluation 1 2 3 4 5 

6. Neglect aspects of the job that I am obligated to 
perform 1 2 3 4 5 

7. Fail to perform essential duties 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
Please indicate how often you engaged in each of the following behaviours when dealing with 
feelings of passion:   
 
Never Rarely Occasionally Often Very Often 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
• I controlled my emotions by changing the way I thought about the situation I was in.  
• When I wanted to feel more positive emotion (such as passion/enthusiasm), I changed 

what I was thinking about. 
• When I wanted to feel more positive emotion, I changed the way I was thinking about 

the situation.  
• I did not express my emotions.  
• I kept my emotions to myself. 
• When I was feeling positive emotions, I made sure not to express them. 
• What I was feeling was written all over my face. 
• When I was feeling positive emotions, people could easily see exactly what I was 

feeling. 
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This section relates to how you felt after the emotional event you described above. Rate the 
following statements on a scale of 1 to 7 of how strong these experiences were. (1=barely 
noticeable, 7=very strong) 
 
Barely 
noticeable 

  Moderate   Very 
Strong 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 

• I feel emotionally drained from my work  
• I feel used up at the end of the workday  
• I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job  
• Working with people all day is really a strain for me  
• I feel burned out from my work  
• I feel frustrated by my job  
• I feel I'm working too hard on my job  
• Working with people directly puts too much stress on me  
• I feel like I'm at the end of my rope 

 
Part B: 
 
We’d like you to think again about your experience of working to influence sustainability 
outcomes. This time, think of a time when you felt frustration in your work. 
 
In a few sentences or less, please describe this event: 
 
In a few sentences or less, please describe emotional experience of frustration that occurred 
from this event:  
 
When did this event take place (eg. last year, 2 months ago, etc.)? 
 
How often do events similar to this occur?  

• Never 
• A few times a year  
• Monthly 
• A few times a month 
• Every week 
• A few times a week 
• Every day 

 
Rate the extent to which you felt the following emotions as part of the event or situation you 
described here:  
 
Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
• Passion  
• Frustration 
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We’d now like you to think about your work tasks and ability to influence a sustainability 
outcome or initiative following the event you described above, and the feelings of frustration.  
 
Think also about your work tasks and goals as a sustainability change agent, for example:  

• Improve awareness about sustainability in your organisation  
• Positively influence sustainability attitudes in your organisation 
• Implement sustainability initiatives  
• Improve environmental performance of your organisation 
• Create behaviour change 
• Positively influence sustainability outcomes in your organisation 

 
In light of the event and the emotions you experienced, to what extent were you able to 
fulfill the work tasks and goals of your role as a sustainability change agent, and do the 
following:  
 
  Strongly 
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 
1. Adequately complete assigned duties 1 2 3 4 5 

2. Fulfil the responsibilities specified in my job 
description 1 2 3 4 5 

3. Perform tasks that are expected of me 1 2 3 4 5 
4. Meet formal performance requirements of the job 1 2 3 4 5 

5. Engage in activities that will directly affect my 
performance evaluation 1 2 3 4 5 

6. Neglect aspects of the job that I am obligated to 
perform 1 2 3 4 5 

7. Fail to perform essential duties 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Please indicate how often you engaged in each of the following behaviours when dealing with 
frustration:   
 
Never Rarely Occasionally Often Very Often 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
 

• I controlled my emotions by changing the way I thought about the situation I was in.  
• When I wanted to feel less negative emotion (such as frustration/ anger), I changed 

what I was thinking about. 
• When I wanted to feel less negative emotion, I changed the way I was thinking about 

the situation. 
• I did not express my emotions.  
• I kept my emotions to myself. 
• When I was feeling negative emotions, I made sure not to express them. 
• What I was feeling was written all over my face. 
• When I was feeling negative emotions, people could easily see exactly what I was 

feeling. 
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This section relates to how you felt after the emotional event you described above. Rate the 
following statements on a scale of 1 to 7 of how STRONG these experiences were. (1=barely 
noticeable, 7=very strong) 
 
Barely 
noticeable 

  Moderate   Very 
Strong 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 

• I feel emotionally drained from my work  
• I feel used up at the end of the workday  
• I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job  
• Working with people all day is really a strain for me  
• I feel burned out from my work  
• I feel frustrated by my job  
• I feel I'm working too hard on my job  
• Working with people directly puts too much stress on me  
• I feel like I'm at the end of my rope 

 
 
 
That concludes the survey! Thank you for your participation.  
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Appendix H: Modification for organisational display rules measure 
 
Diefendorff, J.M., Croyle, M.H., & Gosserand, R.H. (2005). The dimensionality and 
antecedents of emotional labor strategies. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 66(2), 339-357. 
 
Original Scale Items: 
 

1. Part of my job is to make a customer feel good. 
2. My workplace does not expect me to express positive emotions to customers as part of 

my job.  
3. This organisation would say that part of the product to customers is friendly, cheerful 

service. 
4. My organisation expects me to try to act excited and enthusiastic in my interactions 

with customers.  
5. I am expected to suppress my bad moods or negative reactions to customers.  
6. This organisation expects me to try to pretend that I am not upset or distressed.  
7. I am expected to try to pretend I am not angry or feeling contempt while on the job. 

 
Modification for sustainability:  
 

1. Part of my job is to make people feel good about sustainability issues.  
2. My workplace does not expect me to express positive emotions to people about 

sustainability issues as part of my job.  
3. This organisation would say that part of influencing sustainability outcomes with 

people is friendly, cheerful communication.  
4. My organisation expects me to try to act excited and enthusiastic in my interactions 

with people about sustainability issues.  
5. I am expected to suppress my bad moods or negative reactions to people in relation to 

sustainability issues.  
6. This organisation expects me to try to pretend that I am not upset or distressed about 

sustainability issues. 
7. I am expected to try to pretend I am not angry or feeling contempt about sustainability 

issues while on the job.  
 


