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From the Johari Window exercise, you learned that being authentic and vulnerable has so many 
benefits. You also learned that it is key to grow the amount of information in the “Open Area” 
square of your chart to have personal and professional growth. In this section we will be exploring 
the concept of emotional labor as it relates to developing professional relationships.  
 
The work everyone performs to manage their feelings and expressions in order to fulfill the 
emotional requirements of a job is called Emotional Labor. 
 
An example of Emotional Labor is the smiling and polite, positive behavior you receive from a 
server at a restaurant or a customer service representative. This person may not actually be as 
happy as they look to see you; this is concerted effort on their behalf to be welcoming and polite. 
It takes energy.  
 
As we go about our work, we all put energy and effort to perform the emotional labor required of 
our line of work. Building professional relationships requires emotional labor as well. While 
authenticity is important in developing relationships, sharing all of our emotions freely as they arise 
to the extent that they arise can lead to bigger issues. For instance, if someone has you repeat 
information multiple times because they are not understanding what you say and you become 
frustrated, it is best to not show your frustration by yelling at them that they are an idiot. This 
could lead to you getting sued for harassment or fired! 
 
If you have ever been a minority in your workplace or school, you know the struggle of developing 
relationships with your coworkers and colleagues to complete your work successfully. Here is an 
example of an instance when I had to invest additional emotional labor to do my work, how that 
affected me, and an amazing epiphany I had regarding a specific type of harassment.   
 
When I was the only woman and the newest member in my graduate school research lab, all the 
men excluded me from not just social gatherings but also from informal research discussions. It 
took extra effort for me to “catch” when they would gather at random times discuss research, and 
even more effort to sit with them and join the conversation. It took effort and energy because I felt 
like I was unwelcome; sitting through discomfort can be draining. I found myself feeling tired and 
unmotivated. I felt distant from the lab work of the group, and not clued into the workplace, which 
caused my performance to suffer. This strained my relationship with my advisor who only saw my 
decreased performance. Since I did not know the concept of emotional labor at the time, I had no 
language to describe why I felt so exhausted and unmotivated in that workplace environment.  
 
The Emotional Labor in this situation was labor that only I had to do, not my colleagues who were 
part of the in-group. They did not have this added layer of Emotional Labor in this work 
environment. Later, when I started speaking up for myself in this lab and calling out harassment, 
my colleagues would tell me, “Now, I feel like I can’t talk to you without offending you.” They were, 
for the first time, faced with employing additional emotional labor themselves, and they were not 
happy about it.  
 
The response they gave me also reveals a truth and common theme I have learned about a certain 
type of people who harass. “I feel like I can’t talk to you” is the important part to focus on. In my 
case, by saying this, they are saying that the only way they know how to talk to me, a woman, is 
by saying sexist “jokes” and statements. They do not know how to talk to women without 
offending and harassing.  
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This was a lightbulb moment for me, an epiphany. I realized that the harassers who feel like they 
have good intentions are trying to build relationships and connections, but only know how to 
speak to minorities in the way that they have been taught to speak to minorities. They want to 
connect with me, and talk to me in order to connect. They just do not know what to say. This was 
an incredibly sad yet profound realization, and it, to this day, inspires hope and eye-rolling for me.  
 
This inspires hope in me because it tells me that these people do want to build a connection and a 
professional relationship with me; they want to be friendly. While their good intentions do not 
excuse their bad behavior, they may be willing to learn how to talk to me.  
 
The eye-rolling, and more negative part, is that while they are willing to learn, I have to be the one 
to teach them how to talk to me. I have to invest extra emotional labor into navigating the role of 
guide and teacher, all while risking my own exposure to more harassment, in order to teach them 
how to talk to me so that we can develop a healthy professional relationship.  
 
I say “have to” because if I want this professional relationship to develop in a healthy way, I must 
take on the responsibility of being the teacher. However, this does not mean that I have to take on 
that role in the first place. Other options are to set stricter boundaries with this person, distance 
myself from them, or literally never speak or interact with them again. Depending on your work or 
educational environment, you have any or all of these options if you find yourself in this situation. 
You never have to take on this emotional labor.   
 
It requires emotional labor to educate others about harassment, discrimination, and your 
experiences of those. It requires emotional labor to navigate these difficult situations when they 
arise. Sometimes, we can choose when we perform this additional emotional labor that those of 
the majority group may never be aware of. Sometimes, we do not have a choice if we want to 
complete a degree, or maintain employment.  
 
While the bad news is that, if you are a minority in your workplace or school, you will most likely 
run into situations where you have to invest additional emotional labor, there is good news too.  

• First, remember that you do have control over how you protect and care for yourself. 
Emotional labor can be overwhelming, but with coping skills and other methods you can 
manage and heal from the stress.  

• Second, you can use this perspective as your “special power”, and use moments when you 
teach others how to talk and work with you as opportunities to grow as a leader in your 
organization.  

If the burden of emotional labor becomes too much or leads to health issues, seek education and 
work elsewhere, or determine how you can report the behavior if possible to receive justice.  
 

Remember, you have the right to feel safe and comfortable in your  
work or school environment. 


