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Despite intensive research on agency in education and work environments, the topic
remains underexplored through the lens of emotions. This study conducted the
development and validation of a quantitative measure to explore emotional agency in
working life. Empirical data (N = 240) were collected via a web-based survey within
the professional domains of healthcare and real estate services. The participants’
age, educational level, and gender corresponded to the domain-specific and general
employee distribution in Finland. The questionnaire items were based on a theoretical
construct of emotional agency at work. Exploratory factor analysis indicated that
emotional agency includes two dimensions: Emotional Competence at Work and
Influencing Emotions at Work. Exploratory structural equation modeling showed these
dimensions to be equivalent across the studied professional domains. Furthermore, the
convergent and discriminant validity of the measure was confirmed in relation to the
emotional climate at work and work engagement. The study enriches the current theory
of agency and emotions at work by exploring their connection. It also proposes a novel
measure of emotional agency at work (the E-Ag measure), offered as a useful tool for
researching and developing working life and organizational behavior.

Keywords: agency, emotion, emotional agency, work engagement, emotional climate, measure

INTRODUCTION

The concept of agency has been a topic of interest for decades, especially in the fields of social
science, psychology, philosophy, and gender studies. In general, agency refers to active human
participation that has the power to make a difference, and to influence current circumstances
(e.g., Giddens, 1984; Bandura, 1989). This means that individuals are seen as having the capacity
to determine their own lives and destiny, and not as subjugated to surrounding structures or
forces. In working life and organization studies, the concept of agency has emerged as a construct
for understanding how individuals and organizations can survive or even flourish amid rapid
societal and organizational changes (Eteläpelto et al., 2013; Hager and Beckett, 2019). As a result
of ongoing global and societal transformations, individuals are expected to adopt new orientations
toward their work and to enlarge their professional roles, all with a willingness to be flexible and
ready for continuous development and learning (e.g., Hökkä et al., 2019). This underlines the
meaning of agency as a crucial aspect of continuous learning in workplace contexts (Tynjälä, 2013;
Vähäsantanen et al., 2017; Wallin et al., 2022). At the same time, efforts in this direction often have
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to be implemented amid tightening accountability, restructuring,
and global competition (e.g., Luo, 2005), and—in recent years—
global crises (Li et al., 2020).

Everyday activities and interactions at work are crucial at
many learning sites throughout individuals’ working lives (Billett
and Noble, 2017; Smith, 2017). In these interactions, agency is
intertwined with learning at work in a wide range of ways. It
encompasses influencing, developing, and transforming existing
cultures and practices at work (Billett, 2011; Eteläpelto, 2017).
Empirical studies have highlighted the importance of agency
in learning at work with regard to creative thinking and
innovations (Collin et al., 2017; Messmann and Mulder, 2017),
developing occupational knowledge and skills (Smith, 2017),
intrapreneurship (Parker, 2011; Wiethe-Körprich et al., 2017),
and proactive career planning (Forrier et al., 2009; Vähäsantanen
and Eteläpelto, 2015).

Despite considerable research on agency at work, the topic has
remained underexplored in terms of its emotional components.
Agency at work has mainly been conceptualized as rational
and goal-oriented actions aimed at making a difference to a
state of affairs, with little attention given to how emotions
enter into agentic actions (Hökkä et al., 2019). This, then, is
why we argue the need for a deeper understanding of the
relationship between emotions and agency, encompassing in
particular emotional agency at work. So far, only a few papers
(Krone and Dougherty, 2015; Weenink and Spaargaren, 2016;
Hökkä et al., 2019) have dealt with the construct of emotional
agency per se, and no study has investigated such a construct
via quantitative measurements. Overall, our aim is to enrich the
current theory of agency at work by elaborating the concept of
emotional agency, and to develop and validate a quantitative
measure of it. In this paper we also discuss the implications
of emotional agency at work, and how the instrument (E-
Ag measure) might be used in researching working life and
in bringing about organizational change. We anticipate that
the new instrument may provide new ways for organizations
to intentionally focus and improve emotional components of
organizational practices and development.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The Conceptualization of Emotional
Agency
So far, only a few studies have elaborated the relationship between
emotions and agency in working life (e.g., Hughes, 2005; Agrawal
et al., 2013; Hökkä et al., 2017; Ursin et al., 2020). These
have shown that emotions can both enable and constrain the
enactment of agency. For example, there is evidence that the
emotion of fear exerts a strong power in pushing leaders toward
agentic actions, whereas it seems to paralyze employees and
prevent them from taking agentic actions even if urgently needed
to transform work practices (Hökkä et al., 2017). However, the
studies in question have elaborated the relation between emotion
and agency one-sidedly and have not addressed how emotions are
dealt with and influenced by agency. In addition, in elaborating
the relationship between emotions and agency, there have been

some tentative attempts to apply and describe the concept of
emotional agency (e.g., Krone and Dougherty, 2015; Weenink
and Spaargaren, 2016; Hökkä et al., 2017). However, these have
failed to give a comprehensive and elaborative description of the
concept due to applying an overly narrow focus or rendering
a vague theoretical definition. Thus, a more comprehensive
conceptualization of emotional agency at work is needed, which
could be built on previous conceptualizations of both agency and
emotions. Next, we will share our understanding of emotional
agency by first focusing on describing our approach to agency at
work and then on emotions at work.

Agency at Work
In general, agency at work has been categorized on the basis
of two different approaches. In the first place, agency has been
described as a behavioral phenomenon, that is, as something
that individuals do with transformative or creative purposes in
mind, either on their own or with other people (Eteläpelto et al.,
2013; Damsa et al., 2017). Agency at work would thus refer to
the ways in which professionals exert influence, take initiatives,
make choices, and engage in negotiations regarding (i) their
work (i.e., their individual and collective ways of working), and
(ii) their professional identity (i.e., their professional interests,
goals, and values). Viewed in this light, agency is manifested
via renegotiating one’s professional identity (Vähäsantanen
et al., 2017), influencing and developing work practices and
environments (Kerosuo, 2017), or transforming organizational
and institutional structures (Tuominen and Lehtonen, 2018).

The recent studies by Vähäsantanen et al. (2017, 2022)
have elaborated the concept of agency at work by adopting a
subject-centered sociocultural approach (Eteläpelto et al., 2013,
2014) that emphasizes agency as an action-based phenomenon
that is enacted within sociocultural conditions by individuals
based on their unique life narratives. They have further
presented a multidimensional structure of agency at work that
consists of three different dimensions: Influencing at work,
Developing work practices, and Negotiating professional identity.
This structure of agency at work emphasizes agency in the
form of intentional actions at work aiming to improve work
performance and practices.

Current literature also suggests that agency can be understood
as an individual capacity, skill, or competence (Goller and
Paloniemi, 2017). In this case, agency is notably conceptualized
as an individual characteristic encompassing the dispositions and
competences that enable individuals to make choices and initiate
actions in such a way as to exercise control in their professional
lives and work environments (Goller, 2017; Goller and Harteis,
2017). In fact, in building on previous approaches to agency as (i)
behavior or (ii) an individual characteristic, we recognize these
as complementary. We see emotional agency as encompassing
both individual competencies and actual behavior, such as when
a person influences emotions or consciously uses emotions in
everyday work practices.

Emotion at Work
In organization and workplace studies, there is a long tradition
of studies on the operations and conceptions of emotion at
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work. In these studies, a psychological approach has prevailed
wherein emotions are viewed mainly as individual and subjective
experiences, emphasizing emotion either as universally shared,
discrete states (e.g., Ekman, 2016) or as dimensions of valence
and arousal (Harmon-Jones et al., 2016). However, during the
last few decades, sociological and sociocultural understandings of
emotion have become increasingly prominent. These approaches
tend to emphasize emotions as socioculturally and collectively
constructed interpersonal entities that are dependent on learned
rules, and as socially produced categories and concepts
(Barbalet, 2001; Russell, 2003; Boler and Zembylas, 2016). Thus,
emotions are not seen primarily as phenomena existing in
the mind but rather as entities that shape social interaction
and its consequences (Hareli et al., 2008). Despite this, both
psychological and sociological approaches have been challenged
on the grounds that they offer too narrow a picture of the
multidimensional nature of emotion. The sociological approach
has been criticized for ignoring the importance of the individual
and of subjective feelings, and also for reducing emotion
to meanings (Leavitt, 1996). For its part, the psychological
approach has been seen as narrowing the scope of emotions
to the point that that they become intrapersonal feelings (of a
universal nature), separated from social and contextual practices,
circumstances, and cultures (e.g., Parkinson, 1995; Schutz and
DeCuir, 2002).

On the basis of the criticisms above, scholars—notably in
the fields of adult education and organizational studies—have
called for a more holistic understanding of emotion. This would
take into account both individual and social aspects of emotion,
and pay attention also to their interactions (e.g., Zembylas,
2007; Butler and Gross, 2009; Rimé, 2009). Our understanding
of emotion is in accord with these pleas. We thus understand
emotions as subjective experiences, which are at the same
time embedded in sociocultural contexts that can act as either
triggers or inhibitors of certain emotions. This way of thinking
emphasizes also the processual nature of emotions, situated, as
they are, within the dynamic everyday actions that take place in
the workplace and elsewhere.

From this understanding of emotions, plus our understanding
of agency at work as encompassing both characteristics and
behavior, we see emotional agency through an integrative
lens. Emotional agency is thus characterized as individuals’
competences and intentional emotion-related actions that take
place within real-life organizational cultures and practices and
which can be supported or hindered by the sociocultural
affordances of these. This definition takes into account the
relationship between agency and emotion as reciprocal; more
specifically, it includes a theoretical distinction insofar as
it views emotional agency as the intentional influencing of
emotions at work. This involves the competence to perceive,
understand and take into account both one’s own and other
people’s emotions, and influencing emotions in organizational
practices, actions and interactions. On the basis of this
conceptualization, we assumed emotional agency to encompass
two potential dimensions, namely Emotional Competence at
Work and Influencing Emotions at Work. Next, we will look at
these dimensions in more detail.

Potential Dimensions of Emotional
Agency
Emotional Competence at Work
In understanding and studying emotions in workplace contexts,
the construct of emotional intelligence has been very popular in
recent decades. Emotional intelligence refers to an individual’s
ability to perceive, assimilate, understand and manage their own
emotions and those of others (Mayer et al., 1999; Van Rooy
and Viswesvaran, 2004). Despite its popularity, there has been
a lively and critical discussion about the topic regarding, for
example, whether emotional intelligence is an innate trait or
something that can be learned. The scholars that emphasize
the idea that emotional skills can be learned and developed
prefer the concept of emotional competence (e.g., Goleman, 1998;
Kotsou et al., 2011; Wang et al., 2016; Gerbeth et al., 2021).
They propose that emotional intelligence offers a foundation,
but to enable ongoing development and improvement at work
(e.g., improved job performance) emotional competence must be
developed (Vaida and Opre, 2014). Thus, emotional competence
includes how a member of an organization recognizes, expresses,
and deals with emotions at work (e.g., Kim et al., 2009; Ikävalko
et al., 2020) plus the idea of individuals’ potential to learn to better
deal with emotions at work (Kotsou et al., 2011; Brasseur et al.,
2013). There is evidence that persons with greater emotional
competence are likely to show improved work performance
through their actions in the work setting (Kim et al., 2009) and
that adults’ emotional competence can be enhanced via emotion
training (Kotsou et al., 2011). Clarke (2006) has argued that
when the aim is to develop emotional competence at work,
one must pay attention to the sociocultural nature of the work
setting. In line with this, we consider it important to regard
emotional competence as a phenomenon embedded in everyday
work practices (Ikävalko et al., 2020).

Influencing Emotions at Work
In conceptualizing emotional agency, another key principle is
how one can influence emotions at work (Hökkä et al., 2017).
This includes influencing both one’s own and other people’s
emotions. Furthermore, it includes affecting shared emotions
as well as the emotional climate of the work organization.
Understanding emotional agency as intentional influencing
of emotions thus underlines its nature as an action-based
phenomenon enacted in certain sociocultural circumstances (cf.,
Eteläpelto et al., 2014; Vähäsantanen et al., 2017, 2022). The
idea of influencing emotions at work can be seen as closely
related to another emotion-based construct at work, namely
emotion regulation. Emotion regulation refers to ways in which
people control and manage their emotional responses in certain
social circumstances. Gross (1998) defines emotion regulation
as individuals influencing which emotions they have, when
they have them, and how they express these emotions. This
perspective encompasses how people can manage their emotional
responses in order to adjust to prevailing circumstances in
contextually and socially acceptable ways. The circumstances and
sociocultural contexts in question have an effect on emotion
regulation and on the regulation strategies that people use,
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such as how people suppress or inhibit their authentic feelings
(English et al., 2017). By including the contextual element of
the situation, our conceptualization of emotional agency goes
beyond the psychological concept of emotion regulation. We
note that despite recent developments within emotion regulation
literature—including the recognition of the role that context
plays in emotional processes (cf., Brockman et al., 2017; English
et al., 2017)—the main emphasis is still on the individual or
interpersonal perspective and, further, on control over which
emotions are experienced (Gross, 2015).

Influencing emotions at work also means strengthening
positive emotions in work communities, bearing in mind that
a supportive emotional climate is connected, for instance,
to better service outcomes (Härtel et al., 2008) and fosters
knowledge sharing among people in organizations (Jalili and
Salemipour, 2019). In addition, influencing emotions at work
means taking constructive actions to deal with difficult and
unpleasant emotions like anxiety and frustration. For example,
a study by Stephens and Carmeli (2016) showed that when
team members were able to constructively express their negative
emotions this improved the knowledge creation within the
team and performance outcomes. Thus, strengthening positive
emotions does not mean enforced positivity, that is, allowing
space only for positive emotions and suppressing negative ones
(cf., Hochschild, 1983). To the contrary, in line with Parke and
Seo (2017), our understanding of emotional agency as influential
emphasizes the importance of dealing with all kinds of emotions
at work, including negative or unpleasant ones.

As just described, we emphasize the integrative nature of
emotional agency as encompassing both individual and social
aspects of emotion and behavior as well as characteristic aspects
of agency at work. Based on this theoretical understanding, we
assumed the structure of emotional agency to be comprised of
two dimensions: Emotional Competence at Work and Influencing
Emotions at Work. Since there is so far no research addressing
the structure of emotional agency, we aimed to validate a measure
and to explore its structure within different professional domains,
the final goal thus being to develop an applicable instrument for
studying and developing working life.

Emotional Agency and Other
Emotion-Related Constructs
Through this study, our aim is to validate the dimensions
of emotional agency in relation to emotional climate at work
and work engagement. In our definition of emotional agency,
we emphasize its integrative nature both as an individual and
social phenomenon, as socioculturally supported and hindered
within everyday work practices, and as an intentional action
to influence emotions at work. We propose that all of these
concepts (emotional agency, emotional climate at work, work
engagement) refer to a positive attachment to work and that
they are related to some extent. Accordingly, we assumed that
there are positive associations between emotional agency and (i)
emotional climate at work as well as with (ii) work engagement,
but that emotional agency is distinct from these two phenomena.
Due to the absence of previous quantitative studies on emotional

agency, clear assumptions regarding the magnitude of these
associations were not made.

Emotional Climate at Work
Emotional climate has been proposed as a useful concept for
understanding organizational life and emotions in the workplace
(Yurtsever and de Rivera, 2010; Liu et al., 2014). Using the
term affect climate, Parke and Seo (2017, p. 335) defined it as
“employees’ shared perception of organizational aspects such as
policies, practices and routines, as well as the behaviors that
are expected, supported or rewarded regarding their affective
expressions or experiences.” Following this perspective and
aligned to the general use of the “climate” concept (Luria, 2019),
in the present study the emotional climate was understood as
employees’ perceptions of the extent to which they perceive their
organizational environment to be conducive to their emotions
and emotion-related behavior.

Parke and Seo (2017) constructed a theory of collective
affective processes that an organization’s affective climate shapes
and sustains. According to Parke and Seo (2017), an authentic
experiential climate within an organization allows members to
openly discuss their emotions and to resolve negative feelings
they have toward one another. The authors described the factors
of affect valence and affect authenticity as resulting in different
types of affective climates. However, they did not provide
measures for evaluating the emotional climate.

Previous studies have shown that supportive emotional
climate has many positive affects at organizations. For example, a
study by Härtel and Liu (2012) presents the positive relationship
between emotional climate and workplace effectiveness. A study
by Patterson et al. (2004) showed that satisfaction with the
organizational climate was strongly connected to company
productivity. In our understanding of emotional agency,
we underline its nature both as an individual and social
phenomenon, and as socioculturally supported and hindered
within organizational practices. We therefore assumed that
emotional climate at work and emotional agency are positively
related but empirically distinct phenomena.

Work Engagement
Work engagement is a well-established and widely used measure,
comprising the components of vigor, dedication, and absorption
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). When first developed, work engagement
was seen as a relatively stable phenomenon involving a positive
work-related state of mind. However, recent studies have shown
that both social and individual factors (e.g., job resources and
personal resources) play a pivotal role and are important drivers
for work engagement (Schaufeli et al., 2002). This implies the
situational nature of work engagement.

Previous research on work engagement and its relation to
various work-related phenomena gives due weight to the idea that
emotional agency and work engagement are positively related.
Work engagement has been found to have a positive association,
for example, with job performance (Bakker and Bal, 2010),
creativity (Demerouti et al., 2015), and job crafting (Petrou
et al., 2017). Furthermore, emotion-related resources such as
positive affect (Laguna et al., 2017) and the psychological safety
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climate (Garrick et al., 2014) have been conceptualized as types
of workplace resources that moderate the negative relationship
between job demands and work engagement. There is strong
evidence that work engagement can enhance both individual and
organizational outcomes in terms of, for example, promoting
health and wellbeing at work (Bakker and Bal, 2010; Hakanen
and Schaufeli, 2012). Furthermore, there is evidence that work
engagement is positively connected to productivity at work
(Bakker et al., 2014) and to the sustainability of organizations
(Schaufeli, 2013).

Since positive job-related emotions and work engagement
are both positive (work-related) dimensions, it is reasonable
to assume that they are conceptually closely related. There are
nevertheless grounds for viewing them as conceptually and
empirically distinct (see Van Wijhe et al., 2011). We anticipated
that a similar distinction applies to emotional agency and work
engagement, that is, that they would be positively related but
conceptually and empirically distinct phenomena.

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In the present study, our aim was to develop and validate a
measure for investigating emotional agency in working life. In
addition, we examined whether employees from two different
professional domains interpreted the measure of emotional
agency in a conceptually similar manner. Overall, we aimed to
validate the measure of emotional agency in relation to the (i)
emotional climate at work and to (ii) work engagement. The
research questions (RQ) were set as follows:

RQ1. What dimensions can be identified in terms of emotional
agency at the workplace?

RQ2. Do employees in two different work contexts interpret
the measure of emotional agency in a similar manner?

RQ3. Does emotional agency show adequate convergent and
discriminant validity in relation to emotional climate at work and
work engagement?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
This study was conducted as part of a larger research project
encompassing two organizations: real estate services (227
participants in total) and healthcare (118 participants in total).
The data were gathered before the global COVID-19 pandemic,
in 2018 and 2019. The topic was related to the companies’ internal
development projects, and the data collection was supported
by the top management. To collect the data, the authors sent
a personal e-mail to the employees, introducing the study and
inviting them to respond anonymously to the questionnaire via
a separate link. Participation was voluntary, with the option
to withdraw at any time. The participants did not receive any
financial or professional benefit from their participation.

The study was conducted in line with the instructions and
ethical principles laid down by the EU General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR), the Academy of Finland, and the authors’

home university. The participants were informed of these points
in the questionnaire, and the consent forms were collected
in conjunction with the information. Ethical issues, such as
voluntary participation and comprehensive information on the
study (e.g., its purpose and ethical principles), were taken into
account throughout the study. The data were gathered from two
different professional domains. The questionnaire was filled in by
240 participants. The participants in data set 1 (n = 138) came
from real estate services, with a response rate of 61%. Those
in data set 2 (n = 102) were from the healthcare sector, with a
response rate of 86%.

The respondent profiles of the participants from the two
organizations were fairly similar (see Table 1). However,
they differed notably in terms of gender (data set 1 was
male-dominated, while data set 2 was female-dominated) and
education (data set 1 participants had a lower education level
than those in data set 2). Furthermore, in data set 1 more
of the employees had a vocational education, and they also
had longer work experience in the organization than did the
employees in data set 2. The participants’ age, education level,
and gender corresponded to the domain-specific and general
employee distribution in Finland (Lehto and Sutela, 2014).

Measures
Emotional Agency at Work
When we set up this study, there were no measures to investigate
emotional agency at work. Hence, the first step was to develop
a questionnaire with relevant items. From the inception of
this development and validation study, our aim was to work
toward a concise, rigorous, and user-friendly measure. This
included the idea that when addressing the content validity of
the measure the number of items must remain within reasonable
limits. Moreover, in order to reduce potential method biases,
we carried out several procedural methods (Podsakoff et al.,
2003). First, we paid attention to the careful construction of the
items themselves by avoiding ambiguous terms, vague concepts
and double-barreled questions, and by keeping the questions
as simple and concise as possible. Second, in the information
letter shared via e-mail and in the online questionnaire’s
preface sheet we informed the participants that the answers are
anonymous and that there are no “right or wrong” answers. In
addition, we underlined that the collected data will be available
only to the authors of this research project. These procedural
methods were used to protect the respondents’ anonymity, reduce
possible evaluation apprehension, and improve the scale items
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).

In designing the questionnaire, we referred to (i) previous
research on emotions at work (e.g., Ashkanasy and Tse, 2000;
Zembylas, 2007; Butler and Gross, 2009; Kim et al., 2009;
Hodzic et al., 2018; Hökkä et al., 2019, 2020), (ii) research
on agency at work (e.g., Billett, 2011; Eteläpelto et al., 2013,
2014; Damsa et al., 2017; Goller and Harteis, 2017; Goller
and Paloniemi, 2017; Vähäsantanen et al., 2017), (iii) our own
prior studies, understandings and observations, and (iv) close
collaboration with a team of experts with expertise in emotion
training in a variety of work organizations and professional
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TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics (frequencies, n; percentages, %) for background
variables (N = 219–236).

Background factors Descriptive statistics

Real estate
services
(n = 138)

Healthcare
services
(n = 102)

n % n %

Gender
(n = 236)

Men 103 75 23 24

Women 30 22 70 71

Other 5 3 5 5

Missing 0 4

χ2(2) = 61.79, p < 0.001

Age group
(n = 228)

20–29 years 11 8 10 11

30–39 28 20 23 25

40–49 29 21 26 29

50–59 50 36 23 24

60 + 19 14 9 11

Missing 1 11

χ2(4) = 5.32, n.s.

Level of education
(n = 233)

Lowa 45 33 12 13

Mediumb 78 57 59 61

Highc 14 10 25 26

Missing 1 6

χ2(2) = 18.20, p < 0.001

Work experience
(n = 219)

0–9 years 72 53 57 69

10–19 26 19 22 27

20 + 38 28 4 5

Missing 2 19

χ2(2) = 17.82, p < 0.001

Position
(n = 232)

Leaders 22 16 14 15

Employees 116 84 80 85

Missing 0 9

χ2(1) = 0.047, n.s.

Valid frequencies and percentages are presented in the table.
aUpper secondary school diploma.
bDegree from vocational college or polytechnic, or a bachelor’s degree from a
university.
cAt least a master’s degree from a university or an equivalent degree from a
polytechnic.

fields. The questionnaire development was also partly based
on existing literature addressing measuring emotions, notably
emotional competence (Kotsou et al., 2011; Brasseur et al.,
2013; Wang et al., 2016) and emotional intelligence (EI)
in teams (Jordan and Lawrence, 2009). However, as our
focus was on emotions and agency, the previously validated
scales were not appropriate for our purposes due to their
individual focus and/or psychology-related orientation. Note
also that although some existing EI measures are connected
to teams (e.g., Jordan and Lawrence, 2009), but our aim was
to more broadly capture the social and shared aspects of

emotions at the workplace, and also the behavioral aspects of
emotional agency.

We chose altogether 12 items to represent emotional agency
in the initial item pool, following a consensus on content validity
and appropriateness. These items are presented in Table 2
(variables 1.1–2.5). The response options for the items ranged
from 1 (I strongly disagree) to 5 (I strongly agree). The initial
questionnaire and the web-based implementation of it were pilot-
tested with seven professionals working in the field of education
in order to ensure the clarity and face validity of the items
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). On the basis of the pilot testing, we made
some modifications to the item formulations and to the general
instructions. Originally, the items were developed and presented
in Finnish. The English translations and back-translations were
made by a native English linguistics expert who is also an
expert in the Finnish language. These translations were further
triangulated and discussed by the research team.

Emotional Climate at Work
There exist a few validated measures to assess emotional
climate at work. However, these are focused on measuring
either emotions at the workgroup level (Liu et al., 2014) or
on the predominant collective emotions of the majority of the
organizations’ members (Yurtsever and de Rivera, 2010). In our
study, we were interested in finding out about individuals’ own
perceptions concerning how emotions are taken into account,
permitted and expressed at their workplace. Thus, we formulated
four items to assess how encouraging individuals perceive their
organization to be in terms of emotion and emotion-related
behavior by utilizing existing literature and theory (Parke and
Seo, 2017). The emphasis was on developing items that would
capture constructive aspects of the emotional climate at the
organizational level. The items are: (1) “Emotions are taken into
account in my workplace,” (2) “In my workplace, people are able
to discuss emotions in a constructive way,” (3) “In my workplace,
people are permitted to express different emotions,” and (4) “In
my workplace, emotions are expressed in a variety of ways.” The
participants rated the items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (I
strongly disagree) to 5 (I strongly agree). The factor structure of
the measure is shown in Figure 1. McDonald’s ω reliability for
the scale was 0.83.

Work Engagement
Work engagement was assessed with the Ultra-Short Measure
for Work Engagement UWES-3 (Schaufeli et al., 2019). The
ultra-short version of the measure was chosen to enhance the
conciseness and user-friendliness of the questionnaire. The items
for measuring the three subscales are: (1) “At my work, I
feel bursting with energy” (vigor), (2) “I am enthusiastic about
my job” (dedication), and (3) “I am immersed in my work”
(absorption). UWES-3 allowed us to use advanced statistical
methods applicable to our data size, and to limit the length of the
questionnaire. The response options ranged from 0 (never) to 6
(every day). The validity and reliability (Cronbach’s alpha ranging
from 0.77 to 0.88) of the UWES-3 measure was confirmed by
Schaufeli et al. (2019). In our study, the reliability assessed
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TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics for the studied variables (N = 240).

Variables M SD Skewness Kurtosis

Emotional agency (1 = strongly disagree, to 5 = strongly agree)
Hypothesized Dimension of Emotional Competence at Work

1.1 I pay attention to emotions in my workplace. 3.93 0.83 –0.72 0.50

1.2 I have good awareness of my own emotions at my work. 4.13 0.73 –0.74 0.81

1.3 I can describe the various emotions I experience at my work. 3.55 0.91 –0.28 –0.15

1.4 At my workplace, I can express how I feel if necessary. 3.76 0.90 –0.75 0.31

1.5 I have good skills in recognizing emotions at my workplace. 3.86 0.77 –0.73 1.14

1.6 I have ways of dealing with emotions in my workplace. 3.55 0.79 –0.52 0.25

1.7 I am able to deal with negative emotions in my workplace. 3.61 0.78 –0.72 0.80

Hypothesized dimension of influencing emotions at work

2.1 I am able to influence the emotions I experience at my work. 3.80 0.79 –0.59 0.43

2.2 I am able to influence other people’s emotions in my workplace. 3.43 0.85 –0.42 0.27

2.3 I can contribute to the emotional climate of my workplace. 4.14 0.79 –1.23 2.95

2.4 I am able to strengthen positive emotions at my workplace. 3.75 0.76 –0.57 1.13

2.5 I am able to create a good atmosphere at my workplace. 3.95 0.77 –0.81 1.74

Emotional Climate at Work
(1 = strongly disagree, to 5 = strongly agree)

3.1 Emotions are taken into account in my workplace. 3.23 0.99 –0.28 –0.40

3.2 In my workplace, people are able to discuss emotions in a constructive way. 2.76 0.99 –0.74 –0.65

3.3 In my workplace, people are permitted to express different emotions. 3.43 0.96 –0.52 –0.03

3.4 In my workplace, emotions are expressed in a variety of ways. 3.27 0.90 –0.31 –0.37

Work Engagement (0 = never, to 6 = every day)

4.1 At my work, I feel bursting with energy. 5.39 1.35 –1.09 0.81

4.2 I am enthusiastic about my work. 5.61 1.40 –1.10 0.85

4.3 I am immersed in my work. 5.27 1.60 –1.03 0.45

FIGURE 1 | Dimensions of emotional agency in relation to Work engagement (N = 240). Standardized estimates are presented (∗p < 0.05, ∗∗∗p < 0.001). The
numbers before the emotional agency items refer to the original item numbers shown in Table 1. Fit statistics: χ2(53) = 68.32, p = 0.08; RMSEA = 0.04 [90%
CI = 0.00–0.06], CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98; SRMR = 0.04.

via McDonald’s ω was 0.84. This corresponds to the range of
reliability reported by Schaufeli et al. (2019).

In general, in developing the new measure and deciding what
constructs to use for validating the structure of the measure of

emotional agency, we carefully considered the possible method
biases. In this regard, we focused on considering how to avoid
social desirability and reducing item ambiguity as described. In
addition, we aimed to improve the scale items by using scales that
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have different endpoints and formats (i.e., 5-point and 7-point
scales) in order to avoid method biases caused by commonalities
in scale endpoints (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Data Analysis
We conducted the analyses using Mplus software, version 8.6
(Muthén and Muthén, 1998/2018). Descriptive statistics of the
studied variables are shown in Table 2. The robust maximum
likelihood estimator (MLR) was chosen as a method of estimation
since some of the items were slightly skewed. There were no
missing values among the analyzed variables. For our first
research question, we used data set 1. We examined the factor
structure of emotional agency on the basis of 12 items, applying
exploratory factor analysis (EFA; Fabrigar and Wegener, 2012;
Tabachnik and Fidell, 2013). We chose EFA as the method
of analysis because we were developing a new measure and
hence had no firm hypotheses concerning either the number of
dimensions of emotional agency at work or how the items would
reflect these potential dimensions. An oblique geomin rotation
was chosen, since it allowed the factors of emotional agency to
be correlated. To identify possible factor structures, we relied on
several criteria: the eigenvalues-greater-than-one rule of thumb
(Kaiser, 1960) in combination with Cattell’s (1966) scree plot
test, parallel analysis (Horn, 1965) and fit indices (see further
on regarding the fit indices for exploratory structural equation
modeling, ESEM), plus having an adequate number of items per
factor (which should be at least three; see Fabrigar and Wegener,
2012). We also considered the interpretability of the solutions and
their consistency with theoretical predictions (Gorsuch, 1983).
Moreover, items that cross-loaded (i.e., those with a loading of
0.32 or higher; see Tabachnik and Fidell, 2013) on two or more
factors were excluded from the final solution. After deciding on
the final factor structure, McDonald’s ω (McDonald, 1999) was
computed for each factor.

Our second research question concerned whether employees
in two different work contexts interpreted the measure of
emotional agency similarly. Hence, it was necessary to examine
whether the structure of emotional agency was invariant across
work contexts. For the purposes of the third research question,
we examined the convergent and discriminant validity of the
measure of emotional agency in relation to emotional climate at
work and work engagement. For both of these examinations, we
utilized data sets 1 and 2.

A typical approach to these kinds of research questions has
been the use of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and structural
equation modeling (SEM). However, increasing research
evidence shows that instruments assessing multidimensional
constructs seldom manage to achieve a reasonable fit, an
adequate differentiation of factors or measurement invariance
across groups within this traditional framework (e.g., Marsh
et al., 2009; for a review, see Marsh et al., 2014). The primary
reason for this is that such instruments have had cross-loadings,
indicating that some of the items are reflecting not only their
respective factor but also one or more other factors. Thus,
they are imperfect indicators of a latent construct. Although
these cross-loadings have been coherent with the underlying
theory, in CFA modeling they are forced to be zero due to

assumptions inherent in CFA. Previous research has shown that
if cross-loadings are not estimated, CFA produces overestimated
latent factor correlations that might further result in biased
estimates in SEM incorporating the CFA measurement model
and other variables (e.g., Asparouhov and Muthén, 2009; Marsh
et al., 2009).

As all of the aforementioned issues were relevant to our
investigations, we decided to use exploratory structural equation
modeling (ESEM; Asparouhov and Muthén, 2009; Marsh et al.,
2009) instead the CFA/SEM framework, especially since ESEM
can overcome these limitations by integrating EFA factors with
the analytical possibilities of CFA and SEM in a single framework.
Thereby, we could conduct invariance examinations for the
EFA measurement model of emotional agency using multigroup
analysis, and we were able to compare these competing models
through tests of statistical significance and fit indices as well as to
include both EFA and CFA factors within the same analysis.

We investigated the measurement invariance of the structure
of emotional agency between data sets 1 and 2 via four steps,
evaluated successively (Vandenberg and Lance, 2000; Marsh
et al., 2009). In the first step, the configural invariance (i.e., the
equivalence of the model form) was tested by estimating factor
loadings, intercepts, and residual variances of the items freely,
constraining the latent variances to 1 and the latent means to 0
across the data sets. The second step was to test weak invariance.
This included the preceding step plus the setting of equal factor
loadings across the data sets. The third step included a test of
strong invariance, within which item intercepts (in addition to the
constraints operating in the preceding steps) were constrained to
be equal across data sets. The fourth step, strict invariance, was
tested by also constraining item residual variances so that they
would be equal. Finally, factor variances/covariances were set as
equal in order to test their invariance across the data sets. In each
step, the model of the preceding step served as a reference.

We assessed the goodness-of-fit of all estimated models
on the basis of the χ2-test, the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the
Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), and standardized root mean square
residuals (SRMR). Fit with the data was considered acceptable
if the p-value for the χ2-test was non-significant, if CFI and
TLI values were greater than 0.95, if an RMSEA value was less
than 0.06, and if an SRMR value was less than 0.08 (Hu and
Bentler, 1999). Yet, it is important to note that these cut-offs
were established for the traditional CFA/SEM framework, and
ESEM scholars (e.g., Marsh et al., 2009, 2010) have suggested
that fit indices which include a correction for parsimony (TLI
and RMSEA) may be particularly important in ESEM, given that
the number of estimated parameters is much larger than in CFA.
However, research regarding the adequacy of these criteria for
EFA and ESEM is still lacking (Arens and Morin, 2016). Hence,
in line with previous ESEM applications (e.g., Marsh et al., 2009,
2010; Arens and Morin, 2016), we used these criteria only as
rough guidelines for facilitating the model evaluation and, at the
same time, considered the theoretical adequacy of the model for
determining the fit of our ESEM models.

We compared the models at each step of the invariance
testing process using the scaled χ2 difference test
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(Satorra and Bentler, 1999). A statistically significant χ2

difference test denotes that the reference model (i.e., the
preceding invariance step in which the parameters of interest
are freely estimated across the two data sets) fits better with
the data than the model in which the parameters of interest are
set to be equal (i.e., invariant) across the data sets. However,
the χ2 difference test does not accommodate the effects of
model complexity, which means that the reference model will
always fit better than the more constrained model. This issue is
particularly relevant in our study, since competing invariance
models differ greatly in degrees of freedom. Reliance on indices
that do not adjust for model complexity may amplify the risk of
capitalizing on chance.

This being so, we also inspected changes (1) in CFI, TLI, and
RMSEA more closely (Marsh et al., 2005; Chen, 2007). 1CFI and
1TLI ≤ 0.01, supplemented by a 1RMSEA ≤ 0.015 between a
more constrained model and the reference model, would indicate
reasonable support for the more constrained model.

Finally, we examined the convergent validity via correlations,
but used the Fornell–Larcker method (Fornell and Larcker, 1981)
to assess discriminant validity. The Fornell–Larcker method
allowed us to compare the shared variance (i.e., the squared
correlation) of each of the latent dimensions of emotional agency
with either emotional climate at work or work engagement,
comparing each of these against the average variance extracted
(AVE) for each of them. The AVE is the average amount of
variance that a latent variable accounts for in the observed
variables associated with it. It is computed as an average of the
squared loadings of the variables that are associated with that
particular latent variable. If for each pair of latent variables the
shared variance is smaller than their AVEs, then discriminant
validity is confirmed.

Prior to the validity examinations, we formed a CFA
measurement model for emotional climate at work and work
engagement and then computed their reliabilities via McDonald’s
ω (McDonald, 1999). Moreover, since the design of our study
was cross-sectional and the data were collected with self-report
measures, it is possible that common method variance would
distort the observed associations of the dimensions of emotional
agency with emotional climate at work and work engagement
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Therefore, we assessed the potential
effect of common method variance by applying Harman’s single-
factor test via EFA. The test results showed that the first factor
explained 30.69% of the total variance. As this percentage is well
below the cut-off criteria of 50% (Podsakoff et al., 2003), we
concluded that common method variance is not a substantial
concern in our study.

RESULTS

Research Questions 1: Structure of
Emotional Agency
The initial EFA results showed that the criteria for model
selection did not agree. The eigenvalues-greater-than-one
criterion and parallel analysis favored a 2-factor solution, whereas

Cattell’s scree plot test indicated that either one or two factors
should be selected since the “elbows” of the plot were located
under two and three factors. For its part, the χ2-test favored a 4-
factor solution as it was the only solution that gave a statistically
non-significant result. Closer inspection of the different factor
solutions revealed that in the 4-factor solution there was a factor
relating to only one item (item 1.7, see Table 1: Loading 1.31),
and another factor relating to only two items. Moreover, item 1.7
formed a factor by itself in the 3-factor solution also (the size of
the loading being 1.11). Because of this, we omitted item 1.7 and
re-estimated the EFA with 11 items.

After re-estimation, the eigenvalues-greater-than-one
criterion and parallel analysis still favored a 2-factor solution,
while the scree plot test pointed to either one factor or two
factors. Once again, the χ2-test favored one more factor than
the aforementioned criterion (since only the 3-factor solution
gave a statistically non-significant result). However, for the 2-
factor solution the χ2-test result came close to non-significance
(p = 0.02). Closer inspection of the 3-factor solution revealed
that the third factor was related to only two items (items 2.2
and 2.3; see Table 1). Moreover, there were several items that
cross-loaded to two factors, as was found also for the 2-factor
solution. In both solutions, items 1.4 and 1.5 cross-loaded. This
being so, we omitted item 1.4 and re-estimated the EFA once
again with the remaining 10 items.

As occurred previously, the eigenvalues-greater-than-one
criterion and parallel analysis favored two factors, and the scree
plot test (Figure 2) either one or two factors. As regards the χ2-
test, we found that only a 3-factor solution gave a statistically
non-significant χ2-test result: χ2(18) = 20.44, p = 0.31, together
with other good fit index values (RMSEA = 0.03 [90% CI = 0.00–
0.09], CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98). These considerations would
indeed have favored the 3-factor solution. However, the fit
of the 2-factor solution was also reasonable: χ2(26) = 40.66,
p = 0.03; RMSEA = 0.06 [90% CI = 0.02–0.10], CFI = 0.96,
TLI = 0.93. Inspection of the factor loadings revealed that in
the 3-factor solution, items 1.5 and 2.3–2.5 cross-loaded on two
factors. Moreover, item 2.4 formed a third factor on its own.
In the 2-factor solution, no cross-loadings or one-item factors

0

1

2

3

4

5

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

E
ig

en
va

lu
e

Number of Factors

FIGURE 2 | Scree plot from EFA with maximum likelihood robust estimator
and oblique geomin rotation based on dataset 1 (n = 138).
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were found. All of this led us to choose the 2-factor solution
as the final one.

Table 3 presents the 2-factor structure of emotional agency,
and the reliability scores for the factors. Based on these analyses,
our initial assumption obtained empirical support and the first
factor was ultimately labeled as Emotional Competence at Work.
It related to the original items 1.1–1.3. Item 1.2 (“I have
good awareness of my own emotions at my work”) seemed to
reflect the factor most strongly. The second factor was finally
labeled Influencing Emotions at Work. Items 1.5, 1.6, and 2.1–
2.5 loaded on this factor. Thus, the second factor combined
the theoretically based dimension of Influencing Emotions at
Work with two items from the theoretically based dimension
of Emotional Competence at Work (i.e., item 1.5, “I have good
skills in recognizing emotions at my workplace”; and item 1.6,
“I have ways of dealing with emotions in my workplace”).
Item 2.4 (“I am able to strengthen positive emotions at my
workplace”) and item 2.5 (“I am able to create a good atmosphere
at my workplace”) seemed to reflect the second dimension most
strongly. The correlation between the two factors was fairly low,
0.19.

Research Questions 2: Invariance of the
Structure of Emotional Agency Across
Two Professional Domains
Next, we compared the structure of emotional agency obtained
from data set 1 with that of data set 2. These data sets represent
the contexts of two different professional domains: real estate
services and healthcare. Descriptive statistics and the Pearson
correlations for the 10 items of emotional agency are presented
in Table 4.

The initial configurally invariant ESEM model with two
factors of emotional agency fit well with the data (Table 5, model
1). Model 2, having weak invariance, also fit the data relatively

well, although the χ2-test did not quite reach statistical non-
significance. However, the χ2-difference test, and changes in
the other fit indices, supported weak invariance. This suggested
that the factor loadings could be set as equal across data sets 1
and 2. Thus, the two-dimensional construct of emotional agency
represented the same overall construct regarding employees from
the two different professional domains.

Support was found also for the strong and strict invariance
of emotional agency across data sets 1 and 2, even if the χ2-test
for the strict invariance model did not quite reach statistical non-
significance (Table 5, models 3–4). Hence, the emotional agency
items functioned similarly across the two professional domains
(the participants of the two domains rated the items similarly).
Moreover, there were no substantial differences between the
professional domains in regard to the measurement errors of the
items. This result makes it possible to use the manifest scores
or the factor scores of the dimensions of emotional agency in
further analyses.

Finally, we examined whether the factor variances of the
emotional agency dimensions, and also the covariance between
the dimensions, showed a similarity across the two data sets.
Indeed, this level of invariance did receive support (Table 5,
model 5). Thus, our further analyses regarding convergent and
discriminant validity were shown to be warranted.

All in all, a similar two-dimensional structure of emotional
agency could be estimated across the two different professional
domains. This final structure is presented in the lower part
of Figures 1, 3. However, a small discrepancy between the
initial and final structure was also detected, that is, when
we analyzed both data sets jointly, item 1.5 (“I have good
skills in recognizing emotions at my workplace”) reflected the
first dimension of emotional agency, Emotional Competence at
Work (see Figures 1, 3). By contrast, in the initial structure
of emotional agency, based solely on data set 1, the item
reflected the second dimension, Influencing Emotions at Work

TABLE 3 | Results of exploratory factor analysis based on data set 1, representing professionals from real estate services (n = 138).

Itemsa Loadings

F1 Emotional competence at
work

F2 Influencing emotions at work

1.1. I pay attention to emotions in my workplace. 0.361 0.097

1.2. I have good awareness of my own emotions at my work. 0.878 −0.005

1.3. I can describe the various emotions I experience at my work. 0.426 0.250

1.5. I have good skills in recognizing emotions at my workplace. 0.295 0.522

1.6. I have ways of dealing with emotions in my workplace. −0.077 0.605

2.1. I am able to influence the emotions I experience at my work. 0.217 0.462

2.2. I am able to influence other people’s emotions in my workplace. 0.037 0.604

2.3. I can contribute to the emotional climate of my workplace. 0.091 0.662

2.4. I am able to strengthen positive emotions at my workplace. −0.023 0.799

2.5. I am able to create a good atmosphere at my workplace. −0.004 0.896

McDonald’s ω reliabilities of the dimensions 0.68 0.82

aThe number before the item refers to the original item number shown in Table 2.
A 5-point response scale of the items: 1 = I strongly disagree, to 5 = I strongly agree.
The primary loadings are presented in bold.
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TABLE 4 | Pearson correlations of the 10 items of emotional agency for data sets 1 and 2, representing professionals from real estate services (below the diagonal;
n = 138) and healthcare (above the diagonal; n = 102), respectively.

Itemsa 1.1. 1.2. 1.3. 1.5. 1.6. 2.1. 2.2. 2.3. 2.4. 2.5.

1.1. – 0.47*** 0.45*** 0.49*** 0.17 0.23* 0.14 0.07 0.28** 0.27**

1.2. 0.33*** – 0.59*** 0.55*** 0.39*** 0.25* –0.06 0.18 0.31*** 0.29**

1.3. 0.21* 0.42*** – 0.54*** 0.43*** 0.22* 0.04 0.36*** 0.51*** 0.47***

1.5. 0.25** 0.34*** 0.31*** – 0.32** 0.18 0.05 0.22* 0.32** 0.24*

1.6. 0.07 0.27** 0.19* 0.41** – 0.24* –0.01 0.38*** 0.38*** 0.43***

2.1. 0.08 0.03 0.11 0.36*** 0.25** – 0.45*** 0.26** 0.28** 0.41***

2.2. 0.13 0.14 0.11 0.42*** 0.38*** 0.53*** – 0.24* 0.38* 0.41***

2.3. 0.15 0.18* 0.32*** 0.36*** 0.44*** 0.46*** 0.40*** – 0.36*** 0.47***

2.4. 0.19* 0.11 0.28** 0.45*** 0.34*** 0.43*** 0.41*** 0.54*** – 0.62***

2.5. 0.11 0.15 0.31*** 0.50*** 0.44*** 0.49*** 0.54*** 0.60*** 0.74*** –

aThe number before the item refers to the original item number shown in Table 2.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. A 5-point response scale: 1 = I strongly disagree, to 5 = I strongly agree.

TABLE 5 | Fit index values from the multiple group tests of measurement invariance across data sets 1 and 2, representing professionals from real estate services
(n = 138) and healthcare (n = 102), respectively.

Invariance level χ2 df Scaling correction CFI TLI RMSEA
(90% CI)

χ2 difference test

1. None (configural invariance) 62.93 50 1.05 0.98 0.96 0.05
(0.00–0.08)

2. Loadings (weak invariance) 87.84* 66 1.09 0.97 0.95 0.05
(0.01–0.08)

Model 1 vs. 21χ2(16) = 22.62, p = 0.12

3. Loadings, intercepts (strong invariance) 96.07 74 1.09 0.97 0.96 0.05
(0.01–0.08)

Model 2 vs. 31χ2(7) = 8.23, p = 0.41

4. Loadings, intercepts, residual variances
and covariance (strict invariance)

114.14* 85 1.12 0.95 0.95 0.05
(0.02–0.08)

Model 3 vs. 41χ2(11) = 17.49, p = 0.09

5. Loadings, intercepts, residual variances
and covariance, factor variances and

covariances

113.58 88 1.15 0.96 0.96 0.05
(0.01–0.07)

Model 4 vs. 51χ2(3) = 1.71, p = 0.64

1 = difference. *p < 0.05.

(see Table 3). For the final structure of emotional agency,
item 1.5 (“I have good skills in recognizing emotions at my
workplace”) was indicated to reflect the dimension of Emotional
Competence at Work.

Research Questions 3: Convergent and
Discriminant Validity of the Measure of
Emotional Agency
Our last aim was to investigate the convergent and discriminant
validity of the measure of emotional agency in relation to
the emotional climate at work and work engagement. These
investigations were conducted with all of the data (data sets
1 and 2 combined). Prior to the validity investigations, we
separately checked the factorial structures of the emotional
climate at work and work engagement. These were found to be
acceptable (emotional climate at work: χ2(2) = 0.55, p = 0.76;
RMSEA = 0.00 [90% CI = 0.00–0.09], CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.02;
SRMR = 0.01; for work engagement, the model was saturated).
For both constructs, the factor loadings were relatively high (see
Figures 1, 3), and the residual variances of the observed variables
were positive (range for emotional climate = 0.33–0.61; range for
work engagement = 0.12–0.68) and statistically significant.

Figures 1, 3, respectively, present the associations of the
dimensions of emotional agency with the emotional climate at
work and work engagement (see also Table 6). The dimensions
of emotional agency at work were positively associated with
the emotional climate at work and work engagement. Thus,
the higher the participants perceived their own emotional
competence to be and the more they reported that they
were able to influence emotions at their workplace, the better
they perceived the emotional climate at work to be and
the higher was their work engagement. Furthermore, the
results revealed that the emotional climate at work and work
engagement were more strongly related to Influencing Emotions
at Work than to Emotional Competence at Work. Overall, our
results demonstrated sufficient convergent validity between the
dimensions of emotional agency, the emotional climate at work,
and work engagement.

The results related to discriminant validity examinations are
shown in Table 6. The AVE for both dimensions of emotional
agency at work was higher than its shared variance with either
the emotional climate at work or work engagement. Thus, our
results demonstrate sufficient discriminant validity regarding the
measure of emotional agency in relation to the emotional climate
at work, and work engagement.
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FIGURE 3 | Dimensions of emotional agency in relation to Emotional climate at work (N = 240). Standardized estimates are presented (∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001).
The numbers before the Emotional agency items refer to the original item numbers shown in Table 1. Fit statistics: χ2(65) = 104.06, p = 0.00; RMSEA = 0.05 [90%
CI = 0.03–0.07], CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.94; SRMR = 0.05.

DISCUSSION

In this study, our main aim was to examine the concept of
emotional agency, which has appeared as a new construct in
understanding professional development in workplace contexts.
Based on our theoretical understanding of emotional agency, we
assumed that it encompasses two potential dimensions, namely
Emotional Competence at Work and Influencing Emotions at
Work. Based on our empirical analysis, this assumption of
the structure of emotional agency at work obtained empirical
support. Of the two dimensions, Emotional Competence at
Work encompasses individuals’ competence to be aware of their
personal emotions in their work and the emotions that exist at
work more broadly, plus the skill to describe these. Influencing
Emotions at Work comprises ways of dealing with emotions and

TABLE 6 | Correlations, average variance extracted (AVE), and estimated amount
of shared variance between the dimensions of Emotional Agency, Emotional
Climate at Work, and Work Engagement (N = 240).

Factors 1 2 3 4

1. Emotional competence at worka 0.39 0.11 0.06 0.05

2. Influencing emotions at worka 0.33*** 0.38 0.28 0.23

3. Emotional climate at worka 0.25** 0.53*** 0.55 –

4. Work engagementb 0.22* 0.48*** – 0.67

Correlations between the factors are below the diagonal, shared variance (i.e.,
squared factor correlations) are above the diagonal, and AVE estimates are
presented on the diagonal (in bold).
∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
aA 5-point response scale: 1 = I strongly disagree, to 5 = I strongly agree.
bA 7-point response scale: 0 = never, to 6 = every day.

the ability to influence one’s own and other people’s emotions;
it further comprises the ability to strengthen positive emotions
and to create a good atmosphere and emotional climate at work.
The analysis showed a positive but relatively low correlation
between these two dimensions, suggesting that they are related
but separate phenomena.

The study was conducted across two different professional
domains, namely real estate services and healthcare, and these
varied considerably in terms of the nature of the work and
background factors such as gender and level of education. The
strength of this study is that the structure of emotional agency
could be validated, even though the domains under study varied.
The analysis also revealed some interesting facts related to a
number of particular items in the dimension of Influencing
Emotions at Work. Two items, 2.4 (“I am able to strengthen
positive emotions at my workplace”) and 2.5 (“I am able to create
a good atmosphere at my workplace”) loaded considerably more
strongly on the dimension of Influencing Emotions at Work than
was the case for the other items pertaining to this dimension.
Both of these items refer to an individual’s ability to influence
collectively shared issues in the work community. By contrast,
item 2.1 (“I am able to influence the emotions I experience at my
workplace”) loaded most weakly on this dimension. These results
support the behavioral aspect of emotional agency as something
people actually do with emotions, and in this way, emotions are
embedded within actual workplace practices in addition to being
individual experiences (Ikävalko et al., 2020).

In testing the convergent and discriminant validity of
emotional agency, we utilized the measures of work engagement
and emotional climate at work. The results demonstrated that the
dimensions of emotional agency are distinct from, but positively
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linked to, the emotional climate at work and work engagement.
It is interesting that Influencing Emotions at Work was more
strongly connected to both the emotional climate at work and
work engagement than was Emotional Competence at Work.
After all, work engagement measures individual aspects, and it
seems somewhat counterintuitive that its connection would be
stronger with Influencing Emotions at Work than with Emotional
Competence at Work (insofar as the latter, too, can be understood
as a more individual phenomenon). However, the results for
these dimensions do appear to underline the social nature of
emotions as phenomena that are shared and have an influence on
everyday practices at work. They also imply that one’s (individual)
emotional competence and one’s concrete emotional actions are
both important in building an organization’s emotional climate.

Regarding the limitations of our study, it can be argued that
the total number of respondents was fairly low for statistical
analyses, and for the purpose of developing and validating a
measure. However, even with this relatively low number of
informants, the statistical analysis confirmed the structure of
the construct developed and validated its relation to two closely
related constructs (work engagement and emotional climate at
work). In addition, the response rate was high (70%) and the
profiles of the participants were equivalent to the domain-
specific employee distribution in Finland (Lehto and Sutela,
2014). Thus, one strength of the study is that our sample can
be considered to be representative of the professional domains
in question. Nonetheless, another limitation lies in the cross-
sectional nature of the present study. We were unable to evaluate
the equivalence of the structure of emotional agency over time,
which means that the stability of the emotional agency construct
(as understood by the participants) remains unresolved. Nor was
it possible to examine the reciprocal associations of emotional
agency with the emotional climate at work and work engagement
over time. One can speculate that the dimension of Emotional
Competence at Work is relatively stable (cf., Kim et al., 2009)
but that the dimension of Influencing Emotions at Work could
vary over time and in different work contexts (cf., Parke and
Seo, 2017). In addition, this study was conducted in a single
national context, Finland, which can be seen as a limitation. The
items for emotional agency were modified and studied in Finnish,
and thus only Finnish items have so far been validated. This
means that, in future, there will be a need to collect data with
diverse study designs in different countries and work contexts.
In this regard, a longitudinal study design would be of great
value in addressing the issue of the invariance of the structure
of emotional agency over time.

As interest in emotional agency at work grows, there
will be new avenues for research to explore the construct.
As with any new construct, there will be calls for follow-
up research providing additional measures, plus refinements
of the conceptual domain and the validity, bearing in mind
that construct and scale development are iterative processes.
Among the first steps will be to explore how emotional
agency is connected to professional agency. Previous research
has explored and validated the multidimensional structure of
professional agency as encompassing three different dimensions:
influencing at work, developing work practices, and negotiating

professional identity (Vähäsantanen et al., 2019). The Professional
Agency Measure (PAM) developed in previous research is
based on the theoretical assumption of agency as primarily
a behavioral phenomenon, relatable to the aim of influencing
work practices and enhancing professional identity negotiations
within changing social affordances. However, this measure does
not cover the aspect of emotion, which, as we have argued, is
crucial for participating in organizational practices (e.g., Härtel
et al., 2008) and also for shaping and negotiating professional
identities (Horrocks and Callahan, 2007). We would expect
professional agency and emotional agency to be closely related
but separate constructs, and that these, together, constitute a
basis for elaborating organizational change as well as the human
behaviors involved. In the future, it would also be interesting to
test the predictive validity of emotional agency at work within
a longitudinal research design. This kind of investigation could
reveal, for example, how the two dimensions of emotional agency
presented here might predict other work-related phenomena
(such as professional agency) over time.

In the field of organizational studies, there are also other
agency-related constructs whose relation to emotional agency
at work merits examination. For example, research could
investigate whether there is a relationship between emotional
agency at work and job crafting (Petrou et al., 2017) or
innovative work behavior (Messmann and Mulder, 2012, 2017),
both of which have been proven to have a close association
with work engagement. We would expect these to also have a
positive relationship with emotional agency at work. Another
interesting path to pursue would be the rapidly developing
area of psycho-physiological data designs attributed to real-life
circumstances (e.g., Azevedo et al., 2016). In future studies,
it would be fruitful to implement research designs combining
psycho-physiological data with longitudinal survey data in a
range of organizational contexts.

In an era of unforeseeable global and organizational
challenges, emotions and agency at work are of crucial
importance. The power of emotions is well known in many
organizations (e.g., Härtel et al., 2005; Ashkanasy and Dorris,
2017), but how to take that power in to account, understand
it, and utilize it within organizational day-to-day life and in
further developments is still in its infancy in many organizations.
In practical terms, our validated scale for measuring emotional
agency at work offers a new instrument for organizations to
deepen their awareness of emotional agency and its operations
in organizational contexts. The measure gives attention to and
supports deliberative actions to develop emotional competence
and efforts to influence emotions in a constructive way. We
suggest that the idea of emotional agency and the measure for
assessing it could be adopted as an integral part of practices
aiming to support and develop organizational practices. The tool
presented here can help organizations to develop their culture
and practices in order to support individuals’ wellbeing at work,
promoting their work performance and participation in shared
practices, and thereby facilitating positive organizational change.
The final version of the E-Ag instrument—comprising 10 items—
offers an easily administrable and universally applicable measure
for use in fast-paced organizational contexts.
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