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Life history research as emotional labour: Power, class and gender in transitional space

Researchers enter a transitional space when they embark on life history interviewing. It is intersected by social structures that have influenced our identities: we are caught between agency and structure, among social and political boundaries.  In this space educational researchers undertake emotional labour, against a background of current debates that warn of “therapisation” and a trend among educators to become “therapeutic professionals” (Ecclestone et al, 2005).  Some researchers have identified an increased use of life history methodology as a related symptom, part of a trend towards introspection (Ecclestone, ibid) that inhibits radical moves toward political and social empowerment through education and learning. 

In this paper I will draw on the experience of conducting life history interviews, as part of Learning Lives
, a UK ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council) funded research project, studying the learning biographies of adults. Learning Lives uses life history and longitudinal qualitative methods, covering the time-span between June 2004 and the year 2008.  The aim of the project is to add to the appreciation of the complexities of learning, whilst identifying strategies for a positive impact upon learning opportunities, dispositions and practices and upon the empowerment of adult learners.   Our approach to the data at Stirling University is through experiences of work, in “working Learning Lives”.

In the paper that follows, I will, firstly: 

· describe Hochschild’s (1983) theory of emotional labour;

secondly 

· show how the theory can be applied to life history research;  

thirdly, in the course of this description, 

· challenge some current assumptions about the use of emotion by showing how, in the interview data, transitional space is intersected by structural positioning, class and gender;

fourthly, and in conclusion, 

· identify the legacy (Skeggs, 1996) of class attitudes to emotion as part of an individual and group sense of self, suggesting radical understandings of identity in life history. 

Emotional labour has become generalised and amorphous – it seems to be everywhere and everyone seems to be doing it.  This may be a symptom of the growth of service sector workplaces, or part of a general tendency towards the therapisation of our society (Furedi, 2004). I will attempt to illuminate what is meant by emotional labour and how it might apply to life history research using Arlie Russell Hochschild’s theory (ibid).  Hochschild developed her work through empirical research with university students, flight attendants and debt collectors.  She was the first to attempt to give a definition to emotional labour in advanced Western societies and her description is critical of exploitative working practices.  Her theory proceeds from a particular emancipatory standpoint in relation to the position of women and a critical view of certain employment practices.  I have devoted the first of the four sections in this paper to Hochschild’s theory, since it is sometimes used selectively, with interpretations that vary (Hughes, 2003). Hochschild gives us a base-line for the theorisation of emotional labour, but we need to be clear what this represents. 

The private emotion system 

Hochschild, describes a “private emotion system” that, through a process of transmutation, underpins emotional labour in the workplace.  Although the system that she describes is “private” it is based on social interaction and thus subject to structural and material influences that confer status and positioning, which in turn dictate how the emotion system is used.   “Feeling rules” regulate emotional interactions, they:

“… are standards used in emotional conversation to determine what is rightly owed and owing in the currency of feeling.  Through them we tell what is “due” in each relation…” (ibid:18).

Feeling rules regulate our interactions which take the form of a “gift exchange” – something that we recognise is due to each other, the natural emotional giving between two individuals or the individual and the group.  “Feeling rules are what guide emotion work by establishing the sense of entitlement or obligation that governs emotional exchanges” (56).  For example:  

· Psychological bowing is a gesture among emotional exchanges  that underpins individual behaviour and is shaped by social influences (84-85).

· The “display function” of emotion consists in the need to display the appropriate emotion, for example, empathy, sadness or pleasure in different situations.  

Hochschild makes the point that in Western industrialised economies organisations and institutions set stages and provide “framing” in order to communicate to us how we are to feel.

Deep and surface acting and the signal function

One way that we manage our feelings in our private life is by a process “deep” and “surface” acting.  The former is a concept based on Method acting developed by Stanislavski.  Surface acting relies on the body and gesture to convey emotion, while deep acting is achieved by the use of emotional memory. In deep acting the actor deceives herself as much as others and according to Hochschild, by “pretending deeply” we can “alter ourselves”.  In our everyday life we use deep and surface acting in attempts to empathise (deep acting) or to be polite to someone we don’t particularly like (surface acting).  How we work with deep and surface acting is part of our identity and emotions have a natural internal “signal function” which is controlled in deep acting.  

Work and emotional labour

Hochschild  describes how this emotion system is used at work: it is the use of emotions for commercial gain that she finds dangerous,

“What is new in our time is an increasingly prevalent instrumental stance toward our native capacity to play …upon a range of feelings for a private purpose and the way in which that stance is engineered and administered by large organisations” (ibid: 20).

Hochschild sees emotion being “stretched into standardized forms” (13), in bureaucratised control of work processes and subject to “transmutation” - the transfer of the private emotional system for commercial use.  Feeling rules and social exchange are removed from the private to the public domain to be “processed, standardized and subjected to hierarchical control” (153).

In Hochschild’s definition, emotional labour is found in jobs that:

1. Require face-to-face or voice-to-voice contact with the public;

2. Require a worker to produce an emotional state in another person;

3.  Allow the employer, through training and supervision, to exercise a degree of control over the emotional activities of employees (147).

The impact of emotional labour on identity is an important consideration and according to Hochschild most workers have an expectation of some continuity of identity.  

Gender

Hochschild’s approach to gender and class are contrasting. Her analysis of the gender implications of emotional labour is acute and critical: her approach to class is stereotypical.  The social positioning of women that has subordinated them to men and consequently required more emotion management from them is integral to Hochschild’s theory: since contract researchers are mainly women, gender is particularly relevant.

Hochschild says that women do more emotional labour than men, because women have less access to money, power and status (163).  Women’s subordinate status has particular consequences for their emotional labour (164).  Social and economic positioning affect women’s possibilities for identity formation and women who do not want to put their feelings at the service of others will be regarded as less feminine. The need to develop the ability to do deep acting is a symptom of women’s low status, but the skills involved have been “mislabelled as “natural” as part of woman’s “being” rather than something of her own making” (167).

Research-related emotional labour 

In life history the field researcher does emotional labour.  In UK higher education, this person is often female, she is often on a temporary contract and her work meets Hochschild’s criteria set out above, namely: 

· She has contact with the public. 

· She needs to induce a particular feeling (in this case, trust) in the interviewee. 

· Her work is regulated. 

In addressing the question of how emotional labour operates in the research process, it seems that two of Hochschild’s concepts are particularly relevant: firstly, the framing of the emotional performance and, secondly, deep and surface acting.

The framing – how will she labour?

Hochschild’s reference to the role of “framing” or “stage setting” in conveying how we are to feel is taken up by Nicky James (1989) who also emphasises the importance of emotional labour as a social process:

“Emotional labour does not exist in isolation from the conditions under which it is carried out, rather the circumstances under which it takes place influence the content and form of emotional labour” (James, ibid: 26).

The framing of the field researcher’s emotional labour in UK higher education is complex.  It consists, for example, of the text that is the research proposal, the cultural expectations and interactions within the institutions where we work, our code of research ethics and how this is operationalised.  This contextual framing is set within research hierarchies that have clear structures, reflecting status, linked to financial reward, gender and sometimes class differences. The nature of life history work places ethics centre stage, and since these are presented as the responsibility of the individual, the researcher has to make sense of how she will deal with them.  At an early stage in our research we had to address how we could meet our responsibility to consider the welfare of participants (BERA Ethical Guidelines 7 – 11) when eliciting a life story may reveal problems and issues that the participant had previously kept buried.  As described in a previous paper (Malcolm & Adair, 2004), different reactions to this question reflect how the research process is understood, and indicate a subjection to “different forms of organisation” (James, 1989:20). In other words, responses to the ethical question of levels of responsibility to participants indicate the adoption of different social and ethical frameworks. Acknowledging a moral responsibility for the process we have initiated, while respecting the individual agency of the interviewee, is more likely to fit with the aims of female ethics to be “dialogical” (Koehn, 1998:4), than male ethics that have tended to be associated with “individual freedom and arms’ length relations with others”, placing “minimal duties of benevolence upon agents.  Female ethics argue for something like a duty to care for and to empathize…” (Koehn, 1998:6).  
  This framing of the research activity is significant in underlining the empathetic form of emotional labour that is needed in life history research.  

Having described emotional labour and the context of its role in research, in the next section of this paper I will explore my experience of the working of research-based emotional labour, with reference to the empirical data.

Emotional labour in life history  

Stage one – interviewing 

The following description of emotional labour in the research process is offered tentatively, as an initial exploration of the process: it should not be regarded as definitive or complete, but rather, as exploratory.

Hochschild came to the conclusion that the companies she was researching required deep acting, because of the way the emotions of the workers had to be controlled.  Workers were asked to visualise possible “problems” that a nasty customer might have in order to find empathy and suppress other reactions. In life history, the researcher must undertake emotional labour and deep acting; she must appear accepting and suppress critical or negative thoughts. 

Deep acting

The depth of empathy required to conduct a life history interview makes deep acting particularly significant. Deep acting takes place within the setting of a research encounter where it is not possible for the researcher to be completely herself as she works within the project guidelines and ethics to obtain data.  She is aware that she is representing the project and has the responsibility to create a particular atmosphere and mood to facilitate the narration. The researcher is deeply engaged, and displays empathy that is genuinely felt.  However, at certain points in the interview she will have to control the display in order not to disturb the flow of the narration.  She may have to suppress feelings and read the signals from the interviewee to keep her display appropriate. At this point her responses to the narration cannot be fully processed and will have to be assimilated later. The control of the modulation of empathetic feeling involves effort that constitutes emotional labour.  

Surface acting

Within the overall deep acting, surface acting may also take place at certain points in the interview. This involves disguising a response to the interviewee, in a display of empathy or tacit acceptance which the researcher does not really feel. In surface acting, cognitive insights are uppermost in controlling her response; feeling and expression diverge.  Since surface acting can happen while deep acting is going on it has to be dealt with as part of the modulation of feelings that is experienced when conducting life history research.  At the point of surface acting empathy is low.  The use of surface acting is a form of protective shield – an attempt to lower the susceptibility of the researcher.  

Using data from my interviews with Ella, I will try to illustrate surface acting in the research process.  Ella is 55 years of age.  As a child she loved her father and when he left the family home abruptly, without saying goodbye, this left Ella with an unhappiness and sense of inadequacy that affected her deeply. Ella’s mother had no means of support and stayed with her parents while doing some cleaning jobs. Ella never fitted into the secretarial job that she trained for and after marrying at an early age she gave up paid employment.  She had one son and when she was expecting her second child she had to undergo a late termination because the pregnancy was endangering her life. Ella was expected to “get on with things” and she and her husband adopted a second son.  

When we met for the first interview, Ella’s elder son had been engaged to be married a couple of times and his last engagement had just been broken off.  Her second son was engaged to be married in the summer. By the second interview her younger son’s engagement has also been broken off.  Talking about her younger son’s relationship, Ella says,

I knew there was something wrong and I had to go into his e-mails to find out. I don’t like doing that but I knew there was something up…

Reflecting on the break-up of her first son’s engagement, Ella says,

…but he’s still a bit prickly I sometimes think he blames me and he probably does slightly but the girl wouldn’t have taken against me if she’d loved him. I mean you don’t take against your loved one’s parents if you love somebody ...

In the second interview, Ella tacitly invites me to agree with her that you have to like the family of the person you love.  I fear that Ella’s unhappiness may have contributed somehow to the broken engagements and I am taken aback that she has read her son’s e-mails.  Although I have a view on the question Ella presents, I do not want to express it.  The interview involved deep acting throughout, but at this point in the interview I have to undertake surface acting, to disguise my real feelings.

 “Emotional probing”

Within the framing of the research, and, through deep and surface acting, there is further activity that forms part of the researcher’s emotional labour.  This pertains to the detailed activity of co-constructing a life, of listening to and reflecting back the emotions of the interviewee in order to encourage the flow of the narrative. An example of what we might call “emotional probing” can be found in the data from Sue’s interviews.

Sue Martin, aged 27, is an HR officer in a call centre.  Her company has recently taken over another firm and among the employees to be transferred are four trades union members.  They are unhappy at the change of employer and there is no union recognition in Sue’s company; the transfer of the employees has necessitated Sue’s first contact with a trades union:  

Sue: I had a very difficult initial conversation with the union representative and “Who are you exactly and what do you do and why am I speaking to you, who else can I speak to” and I’m like “Well you can speak to me and that’s really all you need, you don’t need to speak to anyone else” and he’s like “Oh well, you know…

Sue tells me that the immediate issues are resolved by a meeting between the male HR director and the union.  However, it was necessary to go beyond these facts to find out how Sue sees this experience: I wanted to elicit her view, but I had to probe.  It seems that the empathetic atmosphere of the interviews and my deep acting encouraged her to express how she felt about the encounter.  The emotional labour is worth it, because this deeper insight is also broader and sheds some light on the tensions around young women’s identities in the “new economy”, at least as they emerge in this company.

 Me: Yeah it’s quite an experience for you though

Sue: Yes

Me: So how did you feel sort of on the ‘phone to the guy and stuff like that…

Sue:  I don’t see any reason why I should have someone speak like that and I said to him along the lines of you can either speak to me civilly … cause I’m not going to have you speak to me like that. .. I’m doing my job … so the least you’ll be is civil and after that he was civil …

A further data excerpt, this time from Sue’s colleague, Stephanie, a call centre worker, offers a further example of emotional probing. We discussed Stephanie’s career development and plans: 

Stephanie: …I’m involved in I already have a record and a plan of everything that I’ve done, so I’m a step ahead of everybody already (laugh) it’s fantastic.

Me: Oh so you’re really happy about it, you look very, very happy

Stephanie: I am, I am well there’s meant to be like a, well hopefully a seconded learning consultant position coming up so I’m gonnae go for that so keep your fingers crossed, hopefully.

It seems that the process of emotional labour that probes and reflects back the emotion to the interviewee, elicits further insights, on how the interviewee makes sense of a particular event; this deeper insight can tell us, for example,  about her identity formation in a particular work context (Sue) or about what she envisions for her future (Stephanie).  What emotional labour reveals about identity formation needs further exploration, but it seems possible that, in the telling, an aspect of identity is affirmed – resistance (Sue) or envisioning (Stephanie) - a process which, in itself, may have some emancipatory force.

Stage two – assimilating the data

The emotional labour process does not stop when the tape is switched off and the researcher has to make sense of the data, in an assimilation process that is likely to vary for each individual. It should be emphasised that what follows are observations from my own particular experience which are intended to be exploratory rather than normative.  

A further stage of emotional labour is required in understanding the data, in the researcher’s processing of what has been heard.  Emotional labour combines with cognitive sense-making and the two flow together as the researcher assimilates the narrative.  Making sense of the data is an intellectual and affective process which moves through an initial affective phase when we are very close to the data, to a more distanced and scientific phase of analysis.  Depending on the nature of the data, the phase, immediately after an interview, can be very demanding, involving a need to “offload”
.  One form of off loading has been the writing of field notes: those that follow were written after an interview that I conducted with Kathleen.

“Kathleen works in a banking call centre located in new purpose-built premises on the outskirts of a Scottish town.  The building is all glass and chrome and the main part of the office is a huge sea of desks, arranged like islands of flotsam in sets of four; our interview room is in a glass crow’s nest above.  

As I got myself installed, I took in the scene below and wondered how, in this setting, dominated by a vista of the place’s purpose, would interviewees be able to relax enough to take themselves to the transitional place that we need to enter.

I had barely time to formulate any more preconceptions before Kathleen’s opening sentences dissolved them:

“I was born into a working class family I’m the second child. In my own family we had, there was a lot of problems which I didn’t identify until I was an adult, so therefore I have had to go back on my own history to understand a lot of things about myself. As a child I was extremely anxious, my mother used withdrawing from me and threatening to leave me as a form of punishment, so therefore by the time I went to school my day was taken up being anxious that my mother wasn’t going to collect me from school, so school was not a good experience and it wasn’t really a learning experience for me… My father withdrew emotionally from the home so therefore childhood was an extremely unhappy experience ... My sister has survived the experience less well than myself, my sister has become a manic depressive and an alcoholic and that has in itself taken me down another road of learning and understanding.”

In order to fit in with the company we kept the interview to an hour.  It was an unnatural timing - not emerging from the story itself and when I switched the tape off we looked at each other shaken and astonished at what had passed between us.”

After my interview with Kathleen, my dreams were influenced by her story, which I take as a sign of a deep engagement and the need, on my part, to come to terms with the suffering she described.  This has been an aspect of my pattern of assimilation for a number of the life histories.  

Identity, social class and gender

Kathleen’s roots are firmly working class.  However we may appear today we are the product of our histories, of what has happened to us, of what we have experienced in our lives.  Life history allows us to look back at the journey which will be marked in a particular way if it has involved travelling as a member of the working classes and as a woman.  Life history allows us to explore what this experience means for us, how it informs identities and how we learn against its backdrop.  Kathleen’s story is not just a tale of one individual: it is shot through with social and economic history that affected many working class people living at that time in Scotland.  Her father was from a farming family, but due to the reduction in the need for agricultural workers had been forced to find work in a factory.  Her mother had had a good job, but like other women of her generation had been forced to give this up when she married.  

A further illustration of the way in which transitional space is intersected by class, gender and social and economic change can be seen in the life story of another interviewee, Daisy, who is a support assistant in a council social work department.  Like Kathleen, Daisy’s identity has been shaped by the classed and gendered nature of her experience. Daisy was born in a Scottish mining village in 1964 and left school aged 17 to start work as a machinist in a garment factory.  Her life and her family’s life are marked by the deindustrialisation of the area where they live: after two years in the first garment factory, Daisy is made redundant; she then works five years in another factory and is made redundant again at which point she finds a job in a jeans factory where she works for 16 years before being made redundant for a third time.  Her father, like many others, lost his job as a miner, then later became a full-time carer when his wife developed Alzheimer’s, aged 54.  Daisy describes the life of a garment worker,

…my fingers are aw misshaped (see them….) that wiz wi’ years o’ sewing, and yer knuckles used tae be aw skint … the tips o’ yer fingers used tae get burnt wi’ the denim because the denim’s no pre-washed and it’s brick hard before it’s washed.

Life history puts flesh on the bones of changing patterns of work when we see what the movement of production means in the experience of an individual and her community.  After the pit closures of the 1980s, all the garment and machining factories have also closed in the course of the 1990s and the start of the years 2000. Global competition leads to closure and relocation of production to China and India,

It wiz horrible it wiz a horrible thing tae happen we were staundin’ in the middle o’ this big empty … and saying “Whit are we gonnae dae” I mean 250 women who had come through aw the, a lot o’ them had been married tae miners and the big miners strike in the 1980’s … it wiz the factories and their wives that were working that probably kept a lot o’ families surviving …

In Daisy’s life history, we have the personal events of her life, alongside insights into her reactions to the wider economic and social change.  Feelings and opinions in their structural context are vital in understanding the interviewee’s learning identity and the transformations in working lives.  This will only be offered if the interviewee has the sense that her story will be received sympathetically, empathetically and not with a distanced response.  Daisy’s life is revealed with her commentary, she is engaged in what she is saying: life history is offering a perspective that is relevant to radical understandings of her changing identity and that of her community.  The transitional space is intersected by social and economic forces that have shaped her life.  

Class and emotion 

Present literature on the dangers of therapeutic professionalism (Ecclestone et al, ibid; Furedi, ibid) offers an incisive critique that is also cautionary.  What I have attempted to demonstrate in this paper is that emotion in the form of emotional labour has an integral role in life history research.  Moreover, life history, while having an obviously therapeutic effect, can open up to radical critique, social, economic and employment structures in which we operate, pointing to socially radical understandings of identity.  Important to this argument is the understanding of self-esteem as relating to social structure and social positioning and not just as part of individual pathology. 

How self esteem relates to radical understandings of identity should be seen against a legacy (Skeggs, ibid) of stereotypical views of class and emotion.  Skeggs points to the legacy of class and gender in influencing women’s career choice, their expectations and dispositions: in the same way the legacy of class and emotion influences who we are and our identity possibilities.  Hochschild makes the point that some people’s feelings are more important than others and that this has to do with rank and class (Hochschild, ibid:172).  Emotional labour is seen as a mainly middle class phenomenon, since working classes work with things and middle classes work with people.  The training ground is the family, where workers prepare their children to be controlled by rules, while middle class children are trained to apply their emotions (ibid:156).  Drawing on Basil Bernstein she sees working class families as more “positional” and middle class families as more “personal”.  There is little detail in Hochschild’s description of emotional labour and class, but in many ways her view seems stereotypical and typical for its time: a clearer understanding is needed of the interplay between legacies of emotional characterisation, class, gender and self esteem. The social configuration of Kathleen and her sister as being unfit, at the time, for education beyond the age of 15, is one that appears to be matched by an emotional expectation that the working classes do not have the depth of emotional experience of other, superior, classes. 
  It is against a legacy of emotional caricature that work to understand the role of emotion in identity formation and self esteem has to take place.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have tried to show how identity emerges against the backdrop of its social context, of the class and the gender of research participants; furthermore, that the use of emotion in life history allows the researcher, through a form of research-related emotional labour, to elicit rich data that does not tend to solipsism: the transitional space is marked by emotional labour and intersected by class and gender.  The ability of the researcher to engage in emotional labour is central to the success of the method. Power and identity are uppermost in the encounter and while individual stories speak of power, class and gender, they are mirrored in the situation of the researcher herself who is caught in a transitional space between an interviewee who controls what she reveals and the principal investigator who will be “in-charge” of interpreting the meanings that the researcher labours to produce.  This seeming lack of control reflects the researcher’s position in a research hierarchy.  Whilst identity formation and learning arise from deep acting, this is achieved through the researcher’s use of agency.
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�	 This is not intended to imply an essentialist notion of identity.


�	 This is not to suggest that female ethics are the preserve of women researchers or that women researchers do not use male ethics.





�	 Whilst we have dealt with this aspect of emotional labour informally in our project, we have also highlighted the need for “off loading” in life history research to be given more consideration at the stage of research design (see Malcolm & Adair, ibid).


�	This aspect of the characterisation of working people is reflected in literature where upper class characters are depicted as brave, with a stiff upper lip while the working classes express their fears and anxieties.  Often they are comforted by the upper classes or by those of a superior status (Shakespeare, Henry Fielding, “Tom Jones”)  







