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Talking purple

Workplace matters
Is it ever OK to cry at work?
Sandi Mann

T

raditionally, emotions and the
workplace have never really
mixed. Work environments,
especially in the UK, have always
been seen as rational enterprises
in which emotions, intuition and feelings play
no role.1 This partly reflected the British
culture of keeping a stiff upper lip, whereby
hearts were definitely not to be worn on
sleeves in public.
The past decade, however, has seen a
change in attitudes with regards to emotions,
and we have moved into a more emotional era
in which we are encouraged to become more
in touch with our emotional selves. Some cite
the outpouring of grief after the death of
Diana, Princess of Wales, as the catalyst for
the crumbling of our traditional stiff upper lip.
The barometer for this change is probably
reflected in the increasing acceptability of men
crying in public; a survey in 2016 suggests that
today’s man is three times more likely to cry
in public than his father.2 From former Prime
Minister, Gordon Brown’s, tears in 2010 when
talking about the death of his daughter, to
Andy Murray’s weeping when he lost to
Federer at Wimbledon in 2012, men are being
seen crying in public more and more. When
the President of the United States of America,
Barack Obama, cried openly on live television
earlier this year as he delivered a speech about
gun control in the wake of the continued mass
shootings, it seemed fair to predict that crying
in public is going to become more
commonplace for men and women on either
side of the Atlantic. And what a long way we
have come since Margaret Thatcher claimed
in 1990 that ‘…to wear your heart on your
sleeve isn’t a very good plan; you should
wear it inside, where it functions best.’3
But what about crying in the workplace? Is
it ever OK for men or women to break down
in the office or is such a show of emotion still
likely to be frowned upon? Last year Nobel
Laureate Tim Hunt caused outrage when he
suggested that female scientists can’t take
criticism without crying. And therein lies the
issue: despite the occasional President’s or

Prime Minister’s (male) tears, crying for many
is still seen as something childish, immature
and unprofessional – and associated with
women who, claim some, lack the strength
and thick skin to avoid turning on the
waterworks. Women, of course, are not only
culturally expected to cry more than men, but
are also biologically predisposed to cry more.
A study by the German Society of
Ophthalmology found that women shed tears
more frequently and for longer periods than
their male counterparts, and part of the
reason might be physiological: women have
60 per cent higher levels of the prolactin
hormone, which encourages tear production.3
Yet crying is good for our health; almost 90
per cent of participants in an experiment by
the University of Minnesota reported an
improved mood after crying.4 Other reports
suggest that holding back the tears and
associated emotions can cause escalating
stress levels and weaken our immune
systems.4
But turning on the waterworks may be less
good for the health of our career than for our
mental health – especially, if Hunt’s comments
are anything to go by, for women. In fact,
while acceptance for men’s tears might be on
the rise, I suspect that tolerance for the tears
of women is reducing, especially in maledominated fields (hence the scientist
comment) as females fight to prove
themselves. A photo of a male doctor crying
outside a hospital after the death of a young
patient went viral last year;5 would it have
been regarded with as much sympathy had
the doctor been female?
Gender aside, there are probably
‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ reasons to
cry at work. Crying after a personal tragedy
is unlikely to ever be condemned, but tears
following a relatively short-term relationship
break-up might be less well regarded. Crying
because you have been criticised at work or
suffered some other blow to your self-esteem
is likely to glean less sympathy (because that
just seems weak and self-indulgent) than
crying because the company you love has

suffered a blow (which shows how much you
care). There is also the issue of quantity: a
compulsive crier may well be seen as an
irritant, but someone who reaches the end
of their tether and breaks down one day is far
more likely to survive the outburst with their
reputation intact.
Crying at work is often seen as an
uncomfortable intersection of private and
public – something that leaves many people
feeling uneasy within the fuzzy domain of the
office (not quite public, but not private either).
It makes us feel awkward and embarrassed –
whether we are the crier or the witness. And
this is why crying at work is probably still a
risky behaviour for most of us.
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Building disability confidence
Kate Nash

I

’ve spent most of my career campaigning
for legislative change for disabled
employees and supporting the business
community to remove the barriers that
exist to enable people to get in, and get
on, at work.
Increasingly, I’m hearing a lot about being
‘disability confident’, and in July 2013, the
Government launched a two-year disability
confident campaign. The germ of the idea
came from the Business Disability Forum’s
President’s Group dinner, which was hosted
by Fujitsu in January 2013 and attended by
the then Secretary of State and Minister of
Disabled People. In essence, the idea is to
engage with UK employers who want to
champion the skills of disabled people.
We know there are macro barriers to
disabled people getting on at work, but at
PurpleSpace we’ve noticed the need that
individuals have to build inner confidence and
resilience, especially those people who are
newly diagnosed with a health condition or
disability. What does individual confidence
mean to us? How do we stay confident at
work? How do we ask for the adjustments
we need? How can networking help? Answers
to these questions can seem so far away for
someone who has had their world turned
upside down when they have experienced,
sometimes suddenly, a disability or health
condition they would prefer not to have.
This year PurpleSpace is launching its
own campaign, called #ourdisability
confidence, bringing together the
learning from many hundreds of disabled
employees. Here are some of the steps we
will be exploring, which you may find
helpful in your work with both your clients
and organisations:

Notice the soft, insidious touch of
low expectation…
…And then ignore it and/or go round it and/or
confront it. But whatever you do, don’t absorb
it. Colleagues who haven’t experienced
disability or ill health might sometimes
underestimate your skill set, your ambition
or the creative way you work to deliver your
pound of flesh – notice the different ways
that pity arrives at your door – but don’t let
it in and live inside you.

Be who you are
Life takes on a new twist when you acquire
a disability or if you have sustained a lifechanging accident or injury. And there is
nothing that can prepare you for it. It can
take years to learn how to be your new self;
so why not start to be who you are now?

Be selective about the battles you choose
to have
Sometimes a little forgiveness helps us more
than the other person. In general, offence is
rarely intended when it comes to the words
we use in daily conversation. We can slap
people down verbally, or we can choose to be

‘Workplace adjustments’ are not a favour
The concept of workplace adjustments has
been around since 1995 – it simply means that
there is a legal duty for employers to make
adjustments in order that you can do your
job. Some employers will refer to them as
‘reasonable adjustments’. Yes, the adjustment
has to be reasonable, taking things like cost
and convenience into consideration, but do
not fall into the trap of thinking that an
adjustment is a favour. We don’t think of
maternity leave as a favour, right?
Shout it loud and shout it proud
Sharing personal information can help to
educate those around us; however, it’s not
everyone’s cup of tea to do so. Remember,
offering something of our personal story, when
shared in the right way, can sometimes lead to
a more informed and supportive relationship
with your colleagues and manager. If they don’t
know what you need, how can they help?
Unconscious fear in those around us is derived
from a lack of understanding. Help your
colleagues to understand you or to get over
their ‘adjustment envy’! Your adjustments
should help you to be effective and successful
in your job.

kind. You don’t have to swallow things said
that are just plain wrong – but develop the
skills to help you suggest that people use
alternative terms or descriptions when they
talk about disabled people.
Develop your inner confidence collaboratively
When your circumstances change, your own
confidence can be challenged, and talking to
others in your network is likely to be helpful.
Everyone’s confidence with different aspects
of disability and impairment can vary –
but find the time to invest in your own
development. Disability and impairment are
not normally experiences that we invite into
our lives. Take the time you need to succeed
with your new ‘you’ and develop your inner
confidence collaboratively.
When I look back to my early 20s, I recall
how hard it was to bring my authentic self to
work. At PurpleSpace we actively encourage
networking and sharing ideas to help others
do that faster and smarter. Look out for
#ourdisabilityconfidence and do pass on
the learning we’ve gleaned from having
conversations with employees about
disability at work.
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