
Emotional Labor 

Emotional labor refers to the process by which workers manage and regulate their 

emotions as part of their job roles. It involves not just performing tasks but also managing 

emotional expressions to align with organizational expectations. This concept, introduced by 

sociologist Arlie Hochschild in her 1983 book The Managed Heart, has become a central idea 

in understanding work in service industries, healthcare, education, and customer service. 

Key Concepts of Emotional Labor 

1. Emotional Expression and Regulation: Emotional labor requires employees to express 

certain emotions (e.g., friendliness, empathy, or cheerfulness) and suppress others (e.g., 

frustration or anger) while at work. This emotional regulation is often necessary to meet the 

expectations of employers and clients. 

2. Surface Acting vs. Deep Acting: 

o Surface acting involves faking emotions, such as putting on a smile even when the 

worker feels upset. 

o Deep acting is when workers attempt to genuinely align their feelings with the 

emotions they are required to display, a more internalized form of emotional 

regulation. 

3. Emotional Dissonance: When workers must express emotions that conflict with their true 

feelings, it creates emotional dissonance. This disconnect between felt emotions and 

displayed emotions can lead to stress, burnout, and a diminished sense of authenticity. 

Examples of Emotional Labor 

• Customer Service: Workers are expected to be friendly, helpful, and accommodating 

even when dealing with rude or demanding customers. 
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• Healthcare Workers: Nurses and doctors often manage their own emotional responses 

to pain, suffering, and death while maintaining a compassionate, calm demeanor for 

patients and families. 

• Airline Flight Attendants: Maintaining a cheerful and calm attitude, despite long hours 

or difficult passengers, is a form of emotional labor. 

The Impact of Emotional Labor 

1. Positive Effects : 

o Customer Satisfaction: When emotional labor is performed well, it can lead to 

positive customer experiences, loyalty, and satisfaction. 

o Work Relationships: Effective emotional regulation can foster smoother 

interactions and better teamwork. 

2. Negative Effects : 

o Emotional Exhaustion: Consistently performing emotional labor, especially 

surface acting, can lead to emotional burnout and exhaustion. 

o Alienation: Workers may feel alienated from their authentic selves, as the emotional 

labor required of them can make them feel disconnected from their true feelings. 

o Workplace Stress: Emotional labor can contribute to increased stress, depression, 

and anxiety, especially if employees are not given adequate support or compensation 

for their emotional efforts. 

 

 


