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Emotional labour is the process of managing 
feelings and expressions to fulfill the emotional 
requirements of a job. More specifically, work-
ers are expected to regulate their emotions 
during interactions with customers, co-workers 
and superiors.

Emotional labour was de-
fined by American profes-
sor Arlie Hochschild in her 
seminal book, The Man-
aged Heart, in 1983. Her 
definition states emotional 
labour as the process of 
having to hide emotions in 
order to alleviate anxiet-
ies of those who are being 
served. People who work 
in the hospitality industry 
understand that no matter 
how you may be feeling, 
you rarely lose the veneer 
of a smile and happiness. 
Other industries, such as 
social work, child care, 
and medical, also experi-
ence this management of 
emotions on a daily basis 
due to professional needs. 

In a modern-context, 
emotional labour has 
often become a syn-
onym for “women’s 
work” or any situation 
in which one is asked 
to deal emotions. Arlie 
Hochschild has been 
made aware of the new 
definition for her term, 
and she states it makes 
the concept of emotion-
al labour too vague. She 
also says that many of 
the things people tend 
to declare as emotional 
labour, is frankly just 
labour.  
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Examples of
emotional labour: 

Having to serve some-
one in the hospitality 
industry who you are 
uncomfortable/scared to 
be around

Being alarmed as a child 
care worker and having 
to hide your concern in 
order to not scare the 
child 

Doctors having to tell 
patients bad diagnoses 
in a calm and neutral 
manner 

Working in custom-
er service and being 
abused by the customer

Examples of 
regular labour in 

which emotions are 
involved:

Your friend constantly 
coming to you for ad-
vice, and then never 
taking it

Being called out in a 
public forum for prob-
lematic behaviour

Having to take on the 
parental-role as a child 

A relationship where 
you find your needs are 
never being met, yet 
you are constantly being 
asked to meet the needs 
of the other person

Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Colour having 
to educate white people 
on anti-oppression 



Labour with emotions is exhausting. It seems like the 
millionth-time this month your friend and their partner 
have broken up and gotten back together, and you have 
been there giving advice the whole time. Or when your 
parent calls you for emotional support, despite you be-
ing in a precarious situation emotionally yourself, you 
feel as though you just want to send the call to ignore. 
There is no denying that this can lead to problematic 
and toxic relationships.

I want us for a second to think about the implications 
of conflating our most personal relationships with la-
bour, though. The problem with referring to the emo-
tional work we do in our relationships as labour allows 
for every emotional situation to become transactional, 
further extending the colonial and capitalist ideologies 
of everything serving an economic purpose. Focusing 
on the idea that emotional situations need a transac-
tional reaction in order for it to become “fair” propa-
gates the worship of profit.

But is it fair that we are constantly being put into 
situations that drain our emotional resources? No! But 
instead of framing it as you having been wronged in a 
transactional relationship, perhaps consider...

<M#



Boundaries are a great way to exercise autonomy in 
relationships. If you find certain topics, people, or sit-
uations drain your emotional reserves, it’s completely 
appropriate to put up a boundary with someone re-
garding it!

Some examples of
boundaries look like:

“It really upsets me every time 
we discuss that so from now 
on can we avoid talking about 
it?”

“I am going through a lot right 
now and don’t have the energy 
to give that you deserve. Can I 
call you in a few days?”

“Last week we talked a lot 
about what you are going 
through, is it okay if we pri-
oritize some things I’m going 
through today?”

Bad boundaries often 
take the form of silenc-
ing Black, Indigenous, 
and People of colour 
when they try to speak 
up. Some examples of 
bad boundaries can be 
tone-policing (“I won’t 
speak to you about this 
until you speak to me 
more nicely.”) stonewall-
ing (“I refuse to discuss 
this with you.”) or gas-
lighting (“If you always 
felt this way you would 
have set something be-
fore.”)  

Always take note of power-dynamics in relationships 
(racial, gender, professional) and understand the nuanc-
es when it comes to boundary-setting in difficult conver-
sations with anyone who is BIPOC.



Fact: Some people in
relationships require more
labour.
Please understand that 
some of your friends, part-
ners, and family members 
have disabilities, chron-
ic illnesses, and mental 
illnesses. People who have 
these conditions will often 
need more labour and 
support from the people 
around them. 

This labour can look like: 

Someone with Bipolar Dis-
order needing understand-
ing of the emotional com-
plexities of such a disorder 
from their loved ones

Someone with disability 
needing physical help from 
their loved ones, such as 
grocery shopping or errand 
running

Someone with chronic 
illness often declining in-
vitations, but still desiring 
to be invited out with their 
loved ones

Herein lies the problem of framing relationships as 
transactional: some relationships are inherently unbal-
anced in their labour-exchange. Truly being anti-cap-
italist means introducing the same politics into your 
relationships as well as your economics: Spread the 
wealth willingly and unconditionally.
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So, you’re the person requiring 
lots of “emotional labour” from 
your loved ones?
First and foremost, 
please be more compas-
sionate towards your-
self. You should not 
feel ashamed for having 
needs. 

Secondly, the most im-
portant thing you can do 
for yourself is to learn 
emotional intelligence. 
By gaining more emo-
tional intelligence, you 
will likely need less ex-
ternal support to guide 
you through emotional 
situations. You can gain 
emotional intelligence 
through: therapy, med-
itation, journaling, and 
mindfulness.

Thirdly, remember: 
Your relationships are 
not transactional. You 
do not need to keep a 
running tally of who-ow-
es-who what, and feel 
guilty if your side has 
more tics.

Economies of care 
need to be prioritized 
in our world in order 
to remove ourselves 
from capitalism, as 
solidarity is the an-
tithesis to oppression. 
And with care as an 
economy, capital-
ism’s ideologies can 
be easily applied to 
it, and often is be-
cause we are so used 
to framing our world 
through a capitalis-
tic-lens. Remember to 
always recognize how 
we have been condi-
tioned, and to spend 
time unlearning cer-
tain behaviours. 


